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Legal limbo
Thousands of CHA units are
unoccupied because of ‘court
litigation,’ though most have never
been named in a court case. page 9
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE Reporter News

We can’t live with this
For people not math
averse, here’s a little question
for you: If I own a two-flat
and I have no tenants, what
do I collect in rent?
Your immediate answer
would be “zero,” right? I would
say that, too. But apparently
that’s not the case when it
comes to public tax dollars
being funneled through the
U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development
to the Chicago Housing
Authority.
Properties on prime Chicago real estate along the
Chicago River are sitting
vacant while thousands of
needy people sit idle on the
CHA’s wait list.
How does this happen
during a time when our nation is facing some of the
highest unemployment rates
and record foreclosures, and
40,000 people are waiting for
an apartment from the CHA?
Angela Caputo explains
in this month’s cover story,
“Home evasion.” In her investigation, Caputo found
that the CHA had taken a
good portion of its housing
stock “offline” without following protocol for approval,

Kimbriell Kelly,
Editor and Publisher
Opinions expressed by the
editor/publisher are her own.
We welcome letters. Send them
to kkelly@chicagoreporter.com
or 332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite
500, Chicago, IL, 60604. Please
include name, address and a daytime phone number. Letters may
be edited for space and clarity.
which is spelled out in written HUD rules.
The problem is this: The
CHA is continuing to receive HUD money for each
of these units, even though
they’re empty and have been
for years.

Reporter News
Happy anniversary. It was in July
1972 that The Chicago Reporter debuted its first issue. Since then, the
magazine has continued to grow and
impact policy issues both on a local and
national level.
More than 700 staff and interns
have walked through our doors during
that time. And during the next year,
we’ll look back at where we’ve been,
celebrate our impact and look forward
to the years ahead. We’ll celebrate in
many ways, so make sure to sign up for
the free e-newsletter at chicagoreporter.
com and stay up-to-date on all of
the events. We’ll be hosting several
socials and public forums with our
collaborative media partners, so make

How much? Millions.
Officials maintain that the
CHA is allowed to continue
to collect the funds on these
units.
I don’t know what it’s
like to be homeless and living on the street or moving
from one relative’s home to
another because you don’t
have a permanent place of
your own. But I can imagine
that it’s got to be frustrating
watching good homes go to
waste.
I see the glut of residential foreclosures—beautiful
properties—falling
apart
from neglect or being left
abandoned when the struggling homeowners could have
remained in them. And now
we’re seeing the same thing
happen with public housing
apartments.
It’s irresponsible for the
CHA to continue to neglect
the needs of thousands of
potential residents by leaving them stranded. It’s been a
long time—12 years to be exact—since the CHA launched
its Plan for Transformation as
housing advocates, and those
of us interested in these issues, have sat by hoping for

sure you’re in the know.
As part of our 40th year celebration,
the Reporter is in the process of tracking down all past employees. If you are
an alumna or alumnus or have served at
any point on one of our editorial boards,
please send us your contact information
at alumni@chicagoreporter.com.
The Reporter is in the process of
making some improvements to our
website during our 40th year with the
generous grant support from the Open
Society Foundations. You’ll see most
of the changes later this summer. The
website will have a new look. But more
importantly, it will be easier for you to
find what you need. There will be more
things to access, including our radio
show archive and conversations about
the stories we’re writing. We’ll also de-

the best. But it seems that, at
each turn of the corner, things
are getting worse.
It’s about time that HUD
steps in and uses whatever
authority it has to force more
change. HUD needs to provide more oversight where it’s
legally allowed to do so and
stop funneling good money
after bad. Legal aid advocates
and tenants can’t fight the
battle alone.
Money is a powerful tool
that HUD can use to leverage some action from the
CHA. HUD should force the
CHA to put units back online
quicker and should withhold
money for empty units. The
CHA should reclaim that
money once the units have
been filled with qualified residents and it’s clear that tenants have been moved in.
Without drastic measures,
what other motivation does
the CHA have to push these
changes on its own? Probably
very little.
Now, will all this happen?
Probably not. But I’m hopeful
that we still live in a society
where a public agency makes
providing public housing a
priority.
n

but new video content and have a series
of regular photo slide shows.
We’ll continue to add to the website
as the year rolls on. So stay tuned.
The Reporter this summer launched
its first photography internship. The
Reporter selected two photographers
from across the country to participate.
Joining our staff is Lucio Villa and
William Camargo. You may have seen
some of their work already online at
chicagoreporter.com.
The Reporter in June presented on
two panels at this year’s national conference of the Investigative Reporters
and Editors. Reporter Angela Caputo
discussed her work on, “Digging into
housing scandals,” while Editor and
Publisher Kimbriell Kelly talked about
“Investigating poverty.”
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SPINOFFS Digging Deeper
Black hiring
likely stymied
The news:
In April, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission released new guidelines
surrounding the use of criminal records for employment.

Chinese top Chicago
asylum caseload

Behind the news:
An unreasonable use of
criminal records likely affects
more black job applicants,
shows a Chicago Reporter
analysis of Illinois Department of Corrections records.
In 2010, the rate of imprisonment in Illinois among African
Americans was 10 times
higher than that of white
people.
Racial hiring discrimination
is a particular problem in
Illinois, according to the
EEOC, which logged 1,997 related complaints in the state
in 2011—the fifth-highest in
the country.
Devah Pager, a professor of sociology at Princeton
University, found that many
employers are not only loathe
to hire black ex-offenders but
actually view a criminal record as more serious in black
applicants than their white
counterparts.
“White [people] with a
criminal record are about half
as likely to receive a callback
for a job offer relative to white
[people] with no criminal
background,” she said. “Black
[people] are only about a
third as likely.”
The EEOC acknowledges
that criminal records do have
some relevance to the quality
of an applicant, but the goal of
the new guidelines is to help
employers understand the
importance of looking at the
severity of a crime and how
long ago it was committed,
instead of just immediately
weeding out all applicants
with questionable pasts.
—Yisrael Shapiro
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Blind Chinese dissident Chen Guangcheng arrives at New York University, where he is expected to attend
law school. The human rights activist is best known for his fight against China’s one-child policy.
Photo by Angel Chevrestt/ZUMAPRESS.com.

The news:
Days before Hilary Rodham
Clinton’s May arrival
in China, blind Chinese
dissident Chen Guangcheng
sought protection at the
U.S. Embassy after escaping
house arrest. Instead of
asylum, he was granted a
visa and passport to study
law at New York University.

Behind the news:
Chicago’s seven immigration judges heard 2,844
asylum cases and granted
asylum to 1,621 seekers between fiscal years 2005 and
2010. An average of 12.8 percent of each judge’s asylum
caseload involved Chinese
applicants, according to a
Chicago Reporter analysis of
federal data maintained by
Syracuse University’s Transactional Records Access
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Clearinghouse project.
Albanian applicants took
up the next highest caseload,
with 5.9 percent, followed
by Iraqis and Pakistanis, who
made up 4.5 percent and 3.9
percent, respectively.
Nationwide, 10,709 out
of 30,329 Chinese applicants were granted asylum
between fiscal years 2008
and 2010, according to the
U.S. Department of Justice’s
Executive Office for Immigration Review.
Had Chen sought asylum,
he had a well-grounded fear
of persecution in China—“a
key ingredient to qualifying
for asylum to the United
States,” said Frank Jannuzi,
head of Amnesty International’s Washington, D.C.,
office.
Amnesty International
has worked with other human rights groups to make

sure the U.S. government
did not let its guard down on
Chen’s case, Jannuzi said.
But he gave more credit to
the Chinese individuals who
helped Chen in his “Houdini-like” escape. “The most
heroic champions for human
rights are the Chinese people
themselves, people like Chen,
but there are thousands of
others,” Jannuzi said.
Reggie Littlejohn, founder
and president of Women’s
Rights Without Frontiers,
which seeks to spread
awareness of China’s onechild policy, said the jailing,
torture and mistreatment of
Chen is “what happens to
people inside of China if they
try to talk about the onechild policy.”
“People who are inside of
China cannot advocate,” she
said.
—Kate Everson

Police-involved shootings up this year
The news:
During the first quarter of
2012, 610 shootings were recorded in Chicago, a 40.9 percent increase from the same
period in 2011. Twenty-two of
those shootings involved Chicago police officers, according
to a quarterly report from the
Independent Police Review
Authority.

Behind the news:
The percentage of African
Americans injured in officerinvolved shootings in Chicago
is on the rise, according to
data from the Independent
Police Review Authority. In

2011, 80 percent of the 60
injuries resulting from police
shootings—including injuries
to officers—involved African
Americans compared with 66
percent of 61 injuries in 2009.
Flint Taylor, founding
partner of the People’s Law
Office in Chicago, said he
finds the increase “startling,”
but it’s reflective of a predictably biased criminal justice
system, he said.
“We’ve had and continue
to have a 43-year history of
dealing with racially based
police brutality and violence against predominantly
African-American and also
Latino and Latina victims,”

he said. “Systemic racism
is unfortunately alive and
well in the Chicago Police
Department, as it is in other
aspects of our society. It
makes you think about the
correlative numbers of young
African-American men who
are behind bars, who have
been routed into the criminal
justice system.”
Taylor believes a better
disciplinary system is needed
for officers who use excessive
force. “If there is a change
at the top and a newfound
commitment to root out these
kinds of problems then I think
we can be optimistic,” he said.

More injuries
The percentage of
African Americans
injured in officerinvolved shootings in
Chicago rose between
2009 and 2011.

Injuries to African
Americans resulting from
police shootings
66%

2009
2011

80%

Source: Independent Police Review
Authority

—Kyla Gardner

Green cards for abused immigrants in jeopardy
The news:
In May, the U.S. Senate
and House of Representatives approved conflicting
versions of a reauthorization of the Violence Against
Women Act, leaving the
final status of the law in
question.

Behind the news:
The protections called
into doubt by the stalemate
have given legal status and
rights to nearly 120,000
foreign-born victims of domestic abuse, sexual assault
and similar crimes since
2000.

The Violence Against
Women Act has allowed
67,053 abused men, women
and children to file their own
petitions and attain green
cards since 2000—without
involving the U.S. citizens and legal permanent
residents who abused them.
Another 49,558 victims
of criminal activities such
as domestic violence have
received temporary immigration benefits since 2009
by receiving what is known
as a “U visa.”
The law authorizing
these protections expired
in September, but Congress
approved funding for the pro-

grams for 2012, leaving selfpetitioning uninterrupted.
Confidentiality has always
been the primary concern of
women self-petitioning for
permanent residency, said
Maria Pesqueira, executive
director of Mujeres Latinas
en Acción, a Chicagobased agency that provides
services to Latina women.
The abusive spouse finding
out that his wife is seeking
help can endanger her
safety, and fear of discovery
may discourage her from
applying for her immigration
status.
“Victims of abuse and
sexual assault, even if

they’re undocumented, are
victims of a crime,” Pesqueira said. “We shouldn’t stop
them from coming forward.”
The House’s concerns of
fraud are built around the
fact that the need for privacy
limits the thoroughness with
which immigration officials
can investigate the applications. But immigration services have denied a third of
the applications since 2011.
“When people apply
for this they go through
vigorous review,” said Mony
Ruiz-Velasco, the director of
legal services at the National
Immigrant Justice Center.
—Yisrael Shapiro

The Chicago Reporter is blogging daily.

www.chicagonow.com/chicago-muckrakers
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Q&A José Landaverde

For more than a decade, a guerilla-fighter-turned-pastor has pushed for immigrant rights with his trademark civil disobedience. Photo by Lucio Villa.

Daring to disobey
By Christie Thompson
The Rev. José Landaverde sits cross-legged in front of
the glass building at 525 W. Van Buren St., his back pressed
against the wheel of a police officer’s bicycle, arms linked with
two women. There is no sign that marks the building as an
immigration court, but Landaverde knows the building well,
having attended hundreds of deportation hearings on the fifth
floor. A sign scribbled in childish writing rests against his legs,
“Obama, don’t deport my mommy.” As protestors chant, “The
people united will never be divided,” he quietly mouths the
words while eyeing the police behind him. He is waiting to be
arrested.
Forty-five minutes later, he will be, along with another
activist, when they refuse to move from the doors. Landaverde
estimates he’s been arrested seven to 10 times, after more
than a decade of immigration activism and his trademark civil
disobedience in Chicago. He has gone on a hunger strike, lain
in front of buses at Broadview Detention Center and organized
sit-ins like this one in front of immigration court.
“We need radical activity to change the system,” he said.

6 THE CHICAGO REPORTER |
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“By being arrested, you
are sending a message that
[you] are willing to take
any risk. If a person just
protests, the system will
3442 West 26th Street
not take you seriously.”
Chicago, IL 60623
Landaverde first came
(773) 542-1059
to the U.S. in 1990, as a
political refugee from El
Salvador. He was around 8 years old when the civil war broke
out and he was conscripted to join the guerilla FMLN party. He
fought in the jungle for nine years before a military arrest and
beating caused him to flee.
In Chicago, he stayed with a group of nuns at Su Casa
Catholic Worker, a shelter for Latino families in Back of the
Yards. There, he got involved in community organizing on
immigration and labor issues. “There was a time that I thought
I had no family,” he said. “So I got involved in the church. Now I
consider the community my family.” After getting his masters

Our Lady of
Guadalupe Mission

in divinity, Landaverde—“Father José” to most—started Our
Lady of Guadalupe Mission in Little Village five years ago. He
now provides legal and spiritual guidance to the congregation
members, 90 percent of whom are undocumented, he said.
The Chicago Reporter sat down with Landaverde to discuss
his approach to activism, after he returned from a threeday, 30-plus mile march to downstate Crete in protest of the
proposed construction of a $60 million deportation center.

Why is it important to stop the construction of
the detention center in Crete?
The detention center in Crete will give the structure to the
central government to incarcerate our community. It will send a
clear psychological message to the immigrant community that
they cannot be here. The language the U.S. [Immigration and
Customs Enforcement] is using is no different than the language
that Sheriff [Joe] Arpaio uses in Arizona.
We would like to ask this company, the mayor of Crete and
the politicians here that instead of creating a jail, they should be
creating a university. The mayor of Crete has said that by creating a jail he is bringing more jobs, more economy to a middleclass town. Shame on him. How will you bring jobs, a better
economy, by incarcerating people?

How did you come to the United States?
I was born in El Salvador in a very small village. My family was
not farmers but farm workers. We didn’t have anything to eat.
Everything we earned we had to give to [the landowner]. There
was a lot of suffering in my childhood. When I was 8 years old, I
was split from my family, both my siblings and parents. I lived in
a [rebel party] FMLN camp.
I left El Salvador in ’90. At that time, we were able to apply for political asylum. After five years, we could apply to be
a permanent resident. When I was a little kid, I was taught that
the Americans were bad. I learned early on that the American
government was the one that perpetrated all the massacres and
killed families. But when I came to Chicago, I started living with
the nuns at Catholic Worker. I had a lot of conflicts with them,
not because of what they said or what they did, but because they
were white. I used to have resentment but not anymore. Now I
work with organizations, and we open a dialogue.

How has your background influenced your immigration activism?
I remember my mom going to the front lines. I remember
her sitting there with her rifle, and she would tell me, ‘Look, son,
I love you. But it’s because I love you that I’m in this struggle.’
[She] told me that, ‘The kingdom of god is peace, justice and
love.’ But you will not get peace, justice and love by just sitting
or praying. You have to fight for it. And you have to question the
system. The enemies of peace, justice and love are those that
manage the capital and don’t distribute the wealth to those that
are suffering. I haven’t stopped fighting since I got here. It’s all
I’ve ever done since I was a kid. During my childhood, we fought
against the system that exploited us. The fight that we carry on
with the immigrants is essentially the same fight.

Why is the religious community so active in the
fight for immigrant rights in Chicago?
As a people of faith, if we deny people who are suffering, we
are not a church. A priest or pastor who turns away from the

people who are suffering—he is not a priest, he is not a pastor.
This is why you see the people of faith walking with the immigrant communities. We have to do this. If we don’t, we are away
from God.
I am very happy that in the marches, I meet some people who
are Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, all people of faith. We all come
together for one purpose: to save the immigrant community. I
[even] know some people who are marching with us—they
don’t believe in God but they are feeling the love. And if they
love, then God is there.

President Barack Obama has conducted more
deportations than any predecessors. What are
your hopes for the next election?
Before Obama was elected, we had a protest at Broadview
[Detention Center]. Someone asked me, ‘What hope do you
have for Obama?’ There is no hope in Obama. Our hope is in
God. Now that the election is on, we say the same thing. No hope
in Republicans or Democrats. It is our task as religious leaders to
be questioning our politicians, because politics are under God’s
supervision. Nobody talks about corporate politicians, but those
are the politicians the U.S. has. Their main goal to be in power
is to protect the corporations. They believe through protecting
corporate power they are protecting their country. But they are
producing wars, and they end up protecting corporations but not
the people who produce the economy. That’s why we have this
mess now. There is no hope in this type of politics.
We might not get immigration reform with Obama or the
Republicans, but we will continue to contribute to this society
with a tremendous happiness and hope. People who are without
documents always have hope.

Why do you choose to use civil disobedience?
It is very important to march and meet with politicians, but it
has to be something more than that … [to] show that there are
people who can take a risk to create change. Most of the time,
we say, ‘Well, we did one civil disobedience, and nothing happened.’ But no, something happened, because society is getting
educated about the issues.
We talk about [Martin Luther King Jr.] and Cesar Chavez. We
talk about them but we don’t talk about the people who were arrested with them. For example, last year, we went to Broadview
and laid down in front of the buses. It was raining; it was 6 in the
morning. We went to jail. One woman—they were questioning
her because she was not white and she was undocumented, but
the media didn’t publicize anything. Then Rep. Luis Gutierrez did
a civil disobedience, and all the media came. But in reality, the
people from the neighborhood took more risks. Gutierrez was
in jail for 20 minutes. They were in jail for six, seven hours. This
isn’t against Gutierrez—I love him and I support his struggle. I
am just using the analogy. It’s very important to do civil disobedience, to march, to have radical activities, because the community gets involved.
All these women are the heroes. They are the ones who make
the phone calls, organize the marches, help in the mission, and
empower the people. In this mission, if we wanted to have a protest tomorrow, we would just make some calls and by tomorrow
we will have 100 people protesting. Ninety percent of people in
this mission are undocumented. Many people don’t want to talk,
but we let them know they have rights. That is where spirituality
plays an important role—when you tell them they are not alone,
God is with them, and you are there to protect them.
n
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Roughly 900 families lived in the Julia C. Lathrop
Homes when Cynthia Scott moved in more than
two decades ago. This year, four out of every five
units sit empty. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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Home evasion
Thousands of public housing units in Chicago sit empty.
Yet, the federal government continues to fund the CHA as if
the units are occupied. By Angela Caputo

Power Points
As the Chicago Housing Authority
grapples with redeveloping public
housing amid a real estate slump,
thousands of apartments are sitting
vacant—indefinitely. Yet, the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban
Development continues to hand
the CHA millions in federal housing
grants. The Chicago Reporter found:
 Nearly one in five of the CHA’s
21,204 units are unoccupied, the
bulk for planning purposes, and
that puts the agency at odds with
written federal rules.
 CHA officials justify keeping
a majority of the empty units
“offline” because of court litigation
though a vast majority have not
been named in a lawsuit.
 The developments where the
largest number of units have been
taken offline sit on prime North
Side real estate.

O

ne recent spring morning, Cynthia Scott
leaned in on a bush that blooms at the entrance of the brick walk-up she calls home
and slowly inhaled. Scott just tops 5 feet and
looks as if she could barely tip the scale at
100 pounds. But the 51-year-old seemed especially petite
standing in the foreground of scores of vacant, boardedup apartments that stretch down her block.
Scott’s narrow street is lined with five buildings identical to hers. All of them are empty. Hundreds of more
units in walk-ups and row houses sit vacant just across
the street in a stretch of the Julia C. Lathrop Homes that
some residents have called the suburbs because the lawns
are wide and the neighborhood peaceful.
“This whole place was packed,” Scott said, scanning the
block of fenced-off buildings where plywood has replaced
the curtains that once covered the windows. “People could
live in these. Instead, they’re deteriorating.”
With each passing year, Lathrop—a public housing development that sits on a prime piece of land along a bank
of the North Branch of the Chicago River—empties out
a little more. This year, the occupancy rate fell to 18 percent. When families move out or are evicted, the Chicago
Housing Authority declines to lease out the units even
though there are roughly 40,000 families queued up on a
waiting list for an apartment.
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18% of all 21,204 CHA units are unoccupied
The bulk of the public
housing units that
the Chicago Housing
Authority has taken out
of circulation have been
described as being tied
up in litigation, though
most units are not
named in a court case.

64% are in litigation
25% are being remodeled
10% have been converted for

34% of all family units (2,559)
16% of all scattered-site units (342)
9% of all senior units (871)
4% of all mixed-income units (89)

nondwelling or employee use

1% are awaiting demolition

Offline
The vast majority—74 percent—of all offline units are located
in 10 of the CHA’s 113 developments.
Development
Lathrop Homes

Offline

Litigation

Converted

Modification

82%

747

11

0

Altgeld/Murray

35%

371

42

264

Cabrini Rowhouse

79%

452

6

0

3916 W. Washington Ave.

100%

181

0

0

Lake Parc Place

50%

56

10

70

Dearborn Homes

20%

32

8

85

12%

41

5

19

Scattered Site North
Central
Scattered Site South East

20%

38

3

46

Judge Slater Apts.

27%

103

5

3

1633 W. Madison St.

22%

0

5

100

Improved Occupancy
Occupancy rates in some traditional public housing improved
during each of the past three years. The largest gains were
realized in family developments.
Occupancy
Family

2009

2010

2011

45%

53%

63%

Senior

86%

89%

91%

Scattered Site

87%

83%

84%

Methodology
The Chicago Reporter analyzed the Chicago Housing
Authority’s property inventory data for the years between
2009 and 2012, along with audited financial reports for
2009 and 2010. The Reporter also reviewed property
inspection data compiled by the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development’s Real Estate Assessment Center
and the City of Chicago’s Department of Zoning.
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L

athrop has more vacancies than any other public housing development in Chicago, but the number of empty
units isn’t an anomaly. Nearly one in five of the CHA’s
21,204 units is unoccupied, the bulk for planning purposes,
and that puts the agency at odds with written federal rules,
The Chicago Reporter found.
CHA officials justify keeping a majority of the units “offline” because they’ve fallen into disrepair and could end up
in litigation if they’re leased out. The officials maintain that
they’re eligible to continue collecting millions in operating
subsidies even though the units are vacant.
But some housing advocates point out that the disrepair is
the result of the CHA’s own doing. “The issue is not just vacancies,” said Carol Steele, a tenant leader representing residents
from the North Side’s Frances Cabrini Rowhouses, where the
occupancy rate slid to 21 percent this year. “The issue is that
the CHA is trying to get out of the public housing business.”
Last year, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development issued a notice reminding public housing agencies
that they need to get permission before taking units offline for
court litigation or any other circumstance. But the Reporter
found that CHA officials haven’t provided any evidence to
HUD that legal action is, or could be, imminent. They also
failed to receive a letter of approval—though it’s a requirement spelled out by written HUD rules.
Yet HUD officials have let them slide. Bob Whitfield, former chief operating officer of the CHA, is among a group of
local housing attorneys crying foul over the way HUD has let
the CHA circumvent the guidelines.
“The only units that they have in that [court litigation] category [are ones] they have deliberately kept vacant,” said Whitfield, an attorney who represents an advisory council of public
housing tenants. “There is no way possible that that qualifies.”
Richard Wheelock, director of advocacy at the Legal Assistance Foundation of Metropolitan Chicago, points out that
disrepair was “self-inflicted” by the agency.
“Now, [the CHA] can hide behind this HUD notice to both
say, ‘We cannot fill these units, but at the same time, we are
going to collect money from HUD for them,’” he said.

D

uring the past decade, the CHA has stopped leasing
units at Lathrop and a handful of other developments
to bide time as its officials grapple with how to revamp
the communities under the Plan for Transformation.
That plan, to overhaul the city’s deteriorating public housing stock, was supposed to wrap up in 10 years. With the plan
now in its 12th year, CEO Charles Woodyard announced in the
spring that his agency will recalibrate the struggling plan to
factor in the slumping housing market.
In the meantime, vacancies continue to pile up in some of
Chicago’s last-standing developments. Apartments in Lathrop, hundreds of row houses that sit on coveted land in the
former Cabrini Green community and a section of the Altgeld Gardens and Phillip Murray Homes on the Far South Side
account for 40 percent of the 3,423 units that the CHA has
decided to stop leasing. But the low occupancy rates aren’t
exclusive to the traditional housing stock.
Nearly a third of all family units—in both traditional public
housing and smaller buildings scattered throughout the city—
were also empty last year.
The Reporter review of city building-code records found
that scores of the empty homes were in good repair. Last year,
Lathrop, the row houses at Cabrini and Murray Homes passed
federal inspections, though each did fail repeatedly in the past
decade.

Carol Steele, a tenant-elected representative from the Frances Cabrini Homes weighs in on her community’s vacancies, which hover at around 80
percent. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
“Who’s responsible for them not being up to code? The
owner,” said Janet Smith, an associate professor of urban planning and policy at the University of Illinois at Chicago. Smith
said that CHA officials have failed to rehab hundreds of units
that passed the agency’s own viability tests.
Whether the units are filled or not, the CHA keeps collecting a full operating subsidy. Financial records show that
expenses have held steady in developments with some of the
lowest occupancy levels. Take Lathrop, for example. The CHA
spent roughly $2.5 million in operating expenses each in 2009
and 2010, despite the fact that the number of occupied apartments slid by 17 percent.
The Reporter found that roughly 50 cents of every $1 spent
at Lathrop was used to cover administrative expenses during
2009 and 2010, according to the agency’s audited financial reports. The CHA hasn’t released the same report for 2011.
HUD spokeswoman Donna White said that the scope
of the vacancies “concerns” agency officials. HUD officials
turned up the heat on the CHA in the past year to lease out
more unoccupied units, she said, and occupancy rates have
shown improvement since.
In 2009, the average occupancy rate for family units was at
a low of 45 percent, shows the analysis of CHA data. At the
end of 2011, it reached 63 percent.

“This is not something that we’re taking lightly,” White
added. “We are working with the CHA to get some of these
units back online.”
The fact that federal money flows to the agency regardless
of the number of occupied units gives CHA officials the power
to drag their heels, said Leah Levinger, a low-income housing
advocate at the Chicago Housing Initiative.
“Ultimately, they can wait us all out,” she said. “They can
go through a 10-year planning process. Financially, it doesn’t
hurt them to leave the units unoccupied.”

L

ast year, HUD officials released a set of guidelines that
spell out acceptable reasons that housing agencies can
cite for keeping units vacant while still collecting federal
subsidies for them.
Whitfield, who also served as the chief lawyer for the CHA
in the 1980s, said the notice has two purposes: to clarify
HUD’s offline policy and to send a message to housing agencies that they’re not free to keep units offline indefinitely.
The regulations spell out six conditions—from natural disaster and pending demolition to court litigation and modernization—that housing authorities can cite. Each of the conditions has a three-year time limit except unfavorable market
conditions, which can only be invoked for one year.
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Low-income housing advocates rally for public housing preservation at the Chicago Housing Authority’s headquarters. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
As of this year, a quarter of the CHA’s offline units are
undergoing modernization. The bulk—2,196 of 3,423 offline
units, or 64 percent—is tied up in the “court litigation” category, despite the fact that at least 60 percent of these units
are not named in a court case.
HUD regulations don’t define what “court litigation”
means, but they leave the door open for agencies to cite the
rule to prevent lawsuits. The guidelines note that the rationale
should be “infrequent.” Agencies are required to submit court
orders, settlement agreements or other litigation-related documents to the local HUD office to back up their decisions.
Open records requests filed by the Reporter reveal that
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HUD’s local public housing office, which is overseen by Director Steven Meiss, signed off on keeping the units offline
without reviewing any of the requisite litigation-related documents. No approval letter was ever inked.
“They may want to use discretion, but that’s not what
HUD’s rules say,” Whitfield said. “If the regulations are impractical, then HUD needs to change the” regulations.
HUD officials have no plans to push the CHA to lease out
more offline units in the developments. Instead, HUD backs
the agency’s decision to keep units offline until there is a clear
strategy for filling them.
Catherine Bishop, a senior staff attorney with the National

Housing Law Project, said that begs the question: “How long
can you keep these units offline?”

T

he CHA is one of only 35 agencies participating in a
national program called Moving to Work, which is intended to drive innovation by giving high-performing
agencies flexibility to comingle operating and capital funds to
experiment with new housing strategies. Traditional agencies
are paid based on how much it costs to run public housing, on
a per-unit basis. Moving to Work agencies are given lumpsum grants. Last year alone, the deregulated agencies were
funded to the tune of $3.3 billion, which accounts for more
than $1 in every $10 that HUD spent on housing.
Red flags were raised about deregulating the CHA from the

beginning. Control over the agency had just been returned
to the city after it was taken over by federal officials because
of mismanagement. But after intense lobbying, then-Mayor
Richard M. Daley won approval for his proposal to revamp
public housing.
“From the perspective of what a public housing agency is
supposed to do, its primary mission is to provide public housing,” Smith said. Joining Moving to Work allowed the CHA to
“reframe” its mission as “a facilitator” of developing housing
for people across the income scale, she said.
Smith said that Chicago officials have repeatedly used the
deregulation as a cover for eliminating decent low-income
housing. With occupancy rates drifting toward the single digits, it won’t be long before many of the buildings with the
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Massachusetts’ modest proposal

W

hen reading a 2006 Massachusetts state audit of public
housing, lawyers at the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute noticed
a concerning figure in the appendix:
More than 1,000 of the state’s 45,600
public housing units were sitting empty
for more than two months, three times
the state limit of 21 days.
“That was a number that made us
stand up and look,” said Annette Duke,
staff attorney for the institute. Duke
partnered with the Massachusetts Union
of Public Housing Tenants to bring their
vacancy concerns to state legislators.
“When we talked to legislators, we could
see they were shocked and concerned.
[These units] were just sitting there
unused, when [we] have a homelessness
problem.”
Massachusetts wasn’t the first place
to highlight the issue. In 2003, Manhattan Borough President Scott Stringer
published a report citing 4,399 public
housing units across New York City that
had been unoccupied for at least a year.
In the report, Stringer proposed to speed
up the rehabilitation of public housing
by hiring more residents for construction
projects and increasing public and private
funding. But, according to Stringer’s office, no actual policies or programs were
ever initiated as a result of the findings.
But in Massachusetts, the high vacancy number spurred a public-private
partnership to address the issue. In the
past few years, the Massachusetts Law
Reform Institute and the Massachusetts

Union have worked with the Massachusetts Department of Housing and
Community Development to craft new
policies aimed at speeding up rehabilitation of public housing and keeping a
closer eye on local housing agencies as
they do it.
Last year, the partnership helped create a $2 million grant program for housing agencies to complete long-stalled
rehabilitation projects. The vacancy
problem in Massachusetts is primarily a financial one, and many units had
been left empty and unfinished when the
money ran out.
After winning support from the chair
of the Massachusetts joint committee
on housing, Rep. Kevin Honan, the grant
was created with funding from the state
Affordable Housing Trust. In November,
32 public housing authorities across the
state received up to $15,000 from the
grant, resulting in 200 new units being
brought online.
As of April 2012, Massachusetts had
1,265 vacant units, down from 1,606 in
2010. Supporters of the grant are working to preserve its funding for next year’s
budget. Administrators at the housing
department are also considering a new
policy that would scale back operating
subsidies for vacant units.
But the real impact of the partnership’s efforts may be increasing oversight
and accountability of housing agencies.
When it first investigated the issue, the
Massachusetts Law Reform Institute
found a wide gap between the true num-

highest vacancy rates fit the federal criteria for becoming
physically obsolete. That would free up the CHA to justify demolishing the buildings.
“I’ve never met people who were thrilled with high-rise
public housing,” said U.S. Rep. Danny Davis. But as far as Davis is concerned, CHA officials need to keep their priorities
straight as they continue overhauling public housing. “The
first line of defense should be for those who are low-income
and homeless,” he said. “Anything other than that usurps the
intent of the Public Housing Act.”
Meiss’ office said that it’s working with the CHA to make
sure new housing continues to come online. It’s up to the CHA
to decide where and to report annually on its progress.
Oversight continues to be a weakness, according to the
U.S. Government Accountability Office. This spring, the
office audited the Moving to Work program and found “key
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ber of statewide vacancies and the figure
legislators and government agencies had
been given. The Boston Housing Authority, for example, hadn’t reported 138
vacancies in its 11,097 units.
The housing department has since
upgraded its Online Vacancy System,
which requires housing agencies to
constantly update their number of vacant
and offline units as well as file a quarterly report. Only housing agencies with
accurate online reports qualify for the
Affordable Housing Trust grant.
“The federal and state government
doesn’t know what the housing authorities are doing,” said Jack Cooper, director
of the Massachusetts Union. “The tenants have to be the whistle-blower.”
Massachusetts Union is the first
statewide organization of public housing
residents in the country, a model that
has since been copied by several states.
Once the Massachusetts Law Reform Institute unearthed the vacancy numbers,
the Massachusetts Union rallied tenants
to advocate for increased funding.
To get a true sense of the vacancy
issue, government officials need only ask
the public housing residents who have
long lived next to empty apartments and
boarded windows. “Tenants see things
that the [housing authority] board members don’t,” said Massachusetts Union
member Susan Bonner, who has lived
in Nahant, Mass., public housing for 50
years. “They really do know what’s going
on around them.”
—Christie Thompson

weaknesses” in the way HUD monitors the agencies. Among
them is the fact that HUD “does not have policies or procedures
in place to verify the accuracy” of this self-reported data that
agencies submit in their annual reports.
Ultimately, it’s up to HUD to monitor compliance. Until
federal officials demand that the CHA follow agency rules,
there’s no reason to expect accountability, Whitfield said.
“They continue to allow the CHA to escape what they’re
supposed to be doing: Rehabbing those units and putting
them online,” he said. “Who’s watching the shop?”
Contributing: Megan Cottrell.
Kate Everson, Kaitlyn Mattson, Yisrael Shapiro and Christie Thompson
helped research this article.
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Miguel Suarez stands next to the Julia C. Lathrop Homes, where he has lived for more than 20 years. He worries the residents won’t have a voice in
its makeover. Photo by Brent Lewis.

A legacy in jeopardy
Residents fight for what made the Julia C. Lathrop Homes special
By Brian J. Rogal

I

n November, more than 100
people gathered at the New Life
Community Church of West
Lakeview near the Julia C. Lathrop
Homes to kick off the planning for the
public housing development’s future.
The Chicago Housing Authority has
billed this effort as unique in the history
of its Plan for Transformation, a 12-year
effort to change its developments into
mixed-income communities. Instead of
its typical practice of soliciting proposals
from developers and then presenting
the winning design as a done deal, the
agency had hired a developer to create a
plan with residents’ input.
The message from Lathrop residents

and many advocates at that first meeting was clear: Steer clear of building
market-rate units.
“We need more public housing for
the people at the low-income end of the
spectrum,” said Robert Davidson, president of the Lathrop Homes Local Advisory Council, a group elected by residents. “We have market-rate all around
us,” he added, referring to Hamlin Park,
the increasingly white and affluent
neighborhood surrounding Lathrop.
John McDermott, the housing and
land use director for the Logan Square
Neighborhood Association, which has
been active within Lathrop for years,
said if the city wants to break up poverty,
it should not eliminate hundreds of
public housing units from Lathrop,
which has been “a stepping stone for

African Americans to get into North
Side communities.”
Support for their position also came
from local political leaders. “I don’t believe we need more market-rate [units]
in this neighborhood,” 1st Ward Alderman Joe Moreno told the crowd.
But the long history of distrust between residents and the CHA has many
questioning how much they can really
influence this planning process. And
they worry that the developers will
squeeze out poorer families by ignoring
their chief demand for few, if any, market-rate units at a new Lathrop.
The desire to preserve existing public
housing units seemed to get a boost on
April 30 when the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency announced that Lathrop
had been officially listed on the National
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Bill Aichast grew up in the Julia C. Lathrop Homes and has owned a nearby auto shop since 1979. But gentrification and rising property taxes are
finally driving him out. Photo by Brent Lewis.
Register of Historic Places. And later
that week, Charles Woodyard, the CHA’s
new CEO, stated that the agency may
ditch the formula that was supposed
to guide much of its redevelopment—
reserving one-third of new replacement
units for market-rate renters or buyers,
another third for affordable housing, and
only one-third for public housing.
But Kerry Dickson, the senior vice
president of Related Midwest, one of
the lead developers of Lathrop Community Partners, the consortium selected
in 2010 to lead the Lathrop process, said
the site may eventually have an even
higher percentage of market-rate units.
Nothing has been set, he added, and a
lower percentage of market-rate also remains a possibility. “I think it could go
either direction.”
Besides Chicago-based Related Midwest, the team includes the Bickerdike
Redevelopment Corp., a respected affordable housing developer on the
Northwest Side, historic preservationists, experts in energy-efficient housing
and many others.
Three follow-up workshops for the
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planning were held in December. Discussions were held on topics like turning a revived Lathrop into an energyefficient community and how to make
the neighborhood more livable, all with
animated participation by the residents,
neighbors and advocates.
The developers seemed aware of the
community’s distrust and often said
that neither Lathrop Community Partners nor the CHA had a secret agenda.
At the first workshop, Ted Wolff, principal of Wolff Landscape Architecture,
said they would not concoct a Lathrop
plan without reaching out to the community. “We’re professional listeners;
it’s in the fiber of our being,” he said.
But the question about market-rate
units kept popping up and never got
answered. During the first workshop,
audience members submitted handwritten questions to the developers. One of
those read out loud asked how much affordable housing the developers would
build. “This is off-topic,” Dickson replied with obvious impatience.
The Rev. Kevin Bruursema, the New
Life pastor, who hosted the workshops,
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said he’s a bit troubled that neither the
CHA nor the development team has really responded when people raise questions about the projected income mix or
the possible displacement of Lathrop’s
few remaining families. “They have not
been super-explicit; they kind of punt
on it when it comes up,” he said.
“I’d like more transparency from the
CHA and the Lathrop Community Partners on what’s going to happen,” added
Miguel Suarez, a longtime Lathrop resident who attended some of the workshops. “Yes, they have had these sessions where they have involved residents
and neighboring communities, but what
comes out of that? We don’t know. Your
guess is as good as mine.”
But Moreno counsels patience. The
CHA’s “reputation is not stellar in these
situations, and people are going to come
in very critical—and rightly so,” he said.
And although the advocates and residents won’t get everything they want,
he promises that the final plan will not
ignore their views. Otherwise, he said, “I
won’t support it.”
Starting this summer, the develop-

ers will unveil, in a series of community
meetings, not a final plan but a range of
options that might include a possible
income mix, sources of funding, design
ideas and other proposals, Dickson said.
“What we’re trying to do is take all of
these ideas and [eventually] put them
into a plan,” he said.
But Dickson added: “That doesn’t
mean the community does the planning.
This is a development-planning process
with community input.”

L

athrop already has many qualities
needed to succeed—including good
design, low crime and little hostility from the surrounding community.
When the government began building
Lathrop in the 1930s, it was committed
to constructing small-scale homes with
fine architectural details and gardens. It
hired people like Jens Jensen, a world-famous landscape designer who graced the
32-acre Lathrop site with open spaces,
playgrounds and grass, unlike the towers
that would emerge in the 1950s and were
surrounded with unforgiving concrete.
“It never had the extreme dysfunction
you saw in the Robert Taylor Homes,”
said Aaron Renn, an urban affairs analyst
and former Hamlin Park resident.
“If I had my druthers, I would keep
the site the way it is. There are plenty
of people in this area who could use that
type of housing,” said 32nd Ward Alderman Scott Waguespack, whose ward
touches Lathrop.
For Suarez, Lathrop has always meant
more than just a place to live. “There
were blacks, Latinos and whites quite
mixed; it’s always seemed equally diverse.” More importantly, without it, “I
never would have been able to afford to
go back to school.” Starting in the 1990s,
he took advantage of the low rent, just
30 percent of his income, to get an associate’s degree for addiction counseling
and a bachelor’s degree in social work. “I
saw a need in the community, but counselors don’t make a lot of money.”
Many former residents also remember a nurturing community. Bill Aichast
has lived most of his 61 years in or near
Lathrop and runs a local auto-repair
shop. The neighborhood was quite different when his family moved into Lathrop in 1954—three years after Aichast’s
father had a fatal stroke. The development was surrounded by smokestacks,
factories and humming workshops.
That meant thousands of jobs to sustain
Lathrop’s families. Although the nearby
Chicago River was often choked with industrial waste that gave off an overpowering stench, the green, open areas were

a haven. “If you wanted an ideal childhood, that community was it,” he said.
But when Aichast moved just north
of Lathrop in 1974, the development
had hit harder times. The jobs started
disappearing, and by the 1980s, it was
shaken by gang conflicts. Like many area
residents, however, Aichast said the violence dissipated in the mid-1990s.
It certainly did not stop a wave of
gentrification from lapping around the
development.
“I chose to live here knowing [Lathrop] was there, and I’m comfortable,”
said Charles Beach, a criminal defense
attorney, who moved into the neighborhood with his family in 2009. Beach and
a group of neighbors were inspired to restart the Hamlin Park Neighborhood Association in the summer after realizing
the neighborhood needed a voice in the
redevelopment. But even though hundreds of families have recently poured
into Hamlin Park, few express opposition to reviving the area’s public housing. “For the most part, Lathrop is not
bad,” he said. “As a neighborhood group,
I think we’re more concerned with gang
activity in our own neighborhood rather
than Lathrop.”
But Dickson contends that a healthy
community, especially one the size of
Lathrop, needs market-rate homes onsite. For example, families without cars
might find it difficult to shop the large
shopping malls, which house most of
the neighborhood stores. “I’d love to be
able to develop some walkable retail, but
it’s hard to bring that into a community
if it’s all rent-controlled housing.”
Still, many wonder if the CHA can
even build successful mixed-income
communities. The agency fell behind its
original 10-year schedule even before
the housing crisis made financing more
difficult.
Dickson believes the housing crisis
will eventually recede, and that such worries shouldn’t limit long-range plans. In
any case, he said, “it [will be] a lot easier
to convince a market-rate family to live
at Lathrop than at Stateway.”
Alderman Moreno remains skeptical. “I just don’t know how a case can be
made that there is a market for marketrate units.” He does, however, leave himself a big loophole. The development
team could convince him if it showed
that having market-rate units would
help fund the construction of the affordable or public housing units.
“I agree with Alderman Moreno
when he says that the market-rate housing in Lathrop needs to help finance the
affordable housing,” Dickson said. For

example, the developers have considered asking the city to designate Lathrop a Tax Increment Financing District,
which would funnel property taxes into
a fund to pay for infrastructure such
as a reconfigured street grid. But public housing units don’t generate property taxes, so the developers will need
market-rates. “There’s a broad spectrum
of market-rate housing,” he added, and
that means “we’re not going to be building $1.5 million homes.”
But others remain convinced that
gentrification has already taken a toll
on long-standing neighborhood residents. “We’re looking to get out because
it’s getting too expensive,” said Aichast,
thinking of his rising property taxes.
“We need more market-rate housing
like we need a hole in the head,” Renn
said.

T

he fight over market-rate units
began several years ago. Much of
the planning for the CHA transformation gets done by each development’s working group, a collection of
city officials, community leaders, the
local alderman, CHA staff, elected resident leaders and others. Lathrop’s working group spent most of 2009 negotiating with one another on what to include
in a request for qualifications from prospective developers.
Former 1st Ward Alderman Manny
Flores, Moreno’s predecessor, was also
allowed to appoint two additional members, and one of his choices was McDermott, from the Logan Square Neighborhood Association. Flores said that
having the community organization on
the group was a natural fit. “Did I agree
with all of the positions they took in the
working group? No,” he said. But “it’s a
proven community organization that
has demonstrated leadership.”
McDermott immediately joined Davidson and Mildred Pagan, the Lathrop
Homes Local Advisory Council’s vice
president, in advocating for the exclusion
of market-rate housing. But the working
group had more than 10 members, and
they were heavily outnumbered.
“The three of us were the opposition
bloc,” McDermott said. “We pushed as
hard as we could to change the [request
for qualifications] and adjust the developmental guidelines to keep out market
rate.”
“There was never consensus going
forward about these homes,” Davidson
said. “We are very disappointed in the
[request for qualifications]. I thought
we were starting from scratch, but they
never considered anything but [includ-
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ing] market-rate.”
Worst of all from their point of view,
the final version of the request for
qualifications required the developers
to reserve only one-third of the units
for public housing, which would mean
hundreds of the now-existing 925 units
will disappear. The working group finished the request for qualifications in
2010, received several applications and
considered Lathrop Community Partners the most qualified. The CHA board
voted to accept it in October 2010, and
the developers spent much of 2011 negotiating a master development agreement with the agency.
Flores, who took a job in state government shortly after the group finished
the request for qualifications, supported
putting market-rate housing in Lathrop, although he would prefer that they
are affordable for families with modest
incomes such as teachers or other city
workers. And he points out that the advocates did have an impact, since the
developers are called on to maximize
affordable housing opportunities, and a
specific percentage of market-rate housing is not mandated. “It was purposely
left a little open to challenge the developers and planners,” he said.
And he calls the request for quali-
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fications a model that can guide future
land use and planning for the city. Above
all, he touts the requirement that the
developers create an environmentally
sustainable neighborhood according to
standards set by national environmental groups, like the U.S. Green Buildings
Council.
“That’s a huge victory,” Flores said.
“It’s amazing that we got the CHA to
adopt” it. Most such certifications require a developer to include not just
energy efficiency but mixed-income
homes and many other qualities.
Dickson expresses impatience with
the demands of the Logan Square Neighborhood Association, especially the
calls for no market-rate units. “That’s
not what we were set out to do,” he
said, since the request for qualifications
clearly calls for a mixed-income community. “They didn’t get exactly what they
wanted, but their message, ‘No marketrate,’ is the same. I find it disingenuous.
They’re disrupting the process.”
McDermott does not apologize.
“We’re going to keep shining a light on
this,” he said. Furthermore, “our beef is
not with [the Lathrop Community Partners]. The real decision-makers on this
are on the CHA board.”
And the city has long called CHA
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properties islands of poverty that they
want to dissolve. But McDermott says
the city has the wrong focus. He points
to the oceans of poverty on the West and
South sides and asks why the city would
eliminate hundreds of public housing
units from the more prosperous North
Side. “Gentrification is already hardening the lines of segregation, so why is the
answer to radically redevelop Lathrop?”
Whatever happens to Lathrop, Aichast and his wife, Carol, probably won’t
see it. Once they sell their auto shop
and home, they’re moving to Tennessee.
Even the small workshops and warehouses that once had their vehicles repaired in Aichast’s shop have shut down
or moved, leaving him with far less business. “I used to employ four guys. Now
it’s just me,” he said.
He keeps hundreds of photos taken at Lathrop over the decades on the
shop’s computer and occasionally looks
through them. Most show families smiling in front of the still-tidy buildings. In
a way, they remind him of all the talk
he has heard from the Lathrop development team on how they envision the future Lathrop. “What they want Lathrop
to be is what you see in my pictures,” he
said. But with all the industry gone, “you
can’t make it what it was.”
n
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A man starts his Memorial Day weekend early by taking a nap at Daley Plaza during the noon lunch rush. Photo by Brent Lewis.

