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City hunts for developers to revive South, West Side corridors
Sites in Englewood, Auburn Gresham and Austin kick off the crucial �rst phase of Mayor Lori Lightfoot's $750 million
Invest South/West initiative.
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A rendering of a redeveloped site in Austin that includes the Laramie State Bank building.
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Mayor Lori Lightfoot's administration has spent the past 10 months preparing to reshape blighted commercial corridors
on the city's South and West sides. Now it's ready to �nd out whether real estate developers will join in.

Kicking off a crucial new phase of the $750 million Invest South/West initiative the mayor's o�ce announced in
October, the city today is issuing a request for proposals for the �rst three of 10 South and West side neighborhoods
the administration has prioritized as potential catalysts for badly needed economic development.
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The city is hunting for developers to take the reins on the �rst batch of sites—projects in Englewood, Auburn Gresham
and Austin (see details on each below)—and laying out the menu of tax incentives available to help lower some of the
�nancial hurdles that real estate investors have long cited as one of the main reasons for decades of neighborhood
disinvestment. Those roadblocks may be even more onerous now in a COVID-19-induced recession and after episodes
of looting and riots this summer wreaked havoc on both small businesses and national retail chains that historically
have been hard to retain for those communities.

If the city's plan works as intended, new developments in the designated neighborhoods would be �nanced and under
construction as soon as 18 months from now, said Chicago Department of Planning & Development Commissioner
Maurice Cox. And the bigger victory would be spurring other investors to follow suit.

"This is us setting the stage for what equitable development on the South and West sides will look like," said Cox, who
has helped organize monthly in-person and virtual community meetings since November, gathering input from
stakeholders in designed Invest South/West neighborhoods about their most pressing needs. Those discussions
formed the basis for the RFPs, which give prospective developers guidelines for what local residents and business
owners would like to see built and include renderings of possible designs generated by �rms including Skidmore,
Owings & Merrill, Perkins & Will and SCB. Boost your business intel with the Morning 10 newsletter, a free rou

Crain's and beyond.
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The RFPs are a key formal step toward realizing the vision of Invest South/West, the highest-pro�le initiative Lightfoot
launched during her �rst year in o�ce toward her goal of stimulating the economic revival of neighborhoods suffering
from population loss, poverty and few investors willing to help. The administration said in October it would steer $750
million in public funding into 10 designated South and West side commercial corridors over a three-year period, pulling
in money from pools including its tax-increment �nancing districts, its Small Business Improvement Fund and its
Neighborhood Opportunity Fund, which former Mayor Rahm Emanuel launched requiring downtown developers to pay
money for certain zoning allowances into a pot that is used for South and West side small-business grants.

Those funds and �nancing tools have been available to developers for years, but used sparingly by smaller, community-
focused developers that have had only limited help from City Hall or other deep-pocketed investors and developers, Cox
said. Many investors have been scared off by metrics of neighborhoods where most residents are below the poverty
line, average household annual incomes are under $30,000 and low commercial rents make it hard to justify big
development projects.

"We know that there is a risk in being the �rst to do a private development (in such neighborhoods). The city, by putting
these incentives in place, is saying, 'We're going to share that risk with you,' " he said. "The level of coordination of
streetscape work, housing, retail in terms of (Neighborhood Opportunity Fund) resources as well as TIF is a level of
alignment that has rarely happened in Chicago neighborhoods on the South and West sides."

Two of the �rst three locations are parcels of city-owned land, and the other is a block that the city plans to purchase.
Cox said the sites for the �rst three RFPs were selected for their nearby "residential stability" and have an "ecosystem
of community organizations on the ground, willing and able to partner with private development." The city owns a total
of 36 acres in the commercial corridors targeted for Invest South/West, according to a Planning Department
spokesman. Responses for the �rst three RFPs are due Nov. 24.

ENGLEWOOD

The focus in this South Side neighborhood is on Englewood Square, at the northwest corner of 63rd and Halsted
streets. The city targeted the shopping center as a catalyst for economic revival when it lured a Whole Foods grocery
store, Chipotle and Starbucks there more than four years ago, though its impact on stoking more retail development
has been limited.
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Illinois Institute of Technology

A rendering of a public plaza envisioned at Englewood Square.

Developers will submit ideas for what to do with more than six acres of city-owned land behind the shopping center
along West 63rd Parkway. The community envisions a mix of mixed-use residential buildings, open space and a public
plaza that incorporates a vacant, landmark �rehouse behind Whole Foods. While previous plans for reviving Englewood
focused on Englewood Square, "it wasn't just a name, it was actually a public plaza, and that never happened," Cox said.

TIF money would likely be the primary �nancial incentive for developers, though Cox anticipates using Neighborhood
Opportunity Fund proceeds to help get more small businesses into Englewood Square and notes the site's location in a
federal Opportunity Zone. That program could help with project �nancing, as it allows investors to defer or avoid taxes
on capital gains if they redirect those pro�ts into designated low-income neighborhoods nationwide.

The city-owned land also had a potential development suitor in 2018: Chicago developer Ascendance Partners reached
an agreement at the time to bring a data center, high-tech urban farm and a Family Dollar store to part of the site in
what the developer estimated would be a $25 million to $30 million project.

Ascendance Co-founder Craig Huffman was not available to comment on the status of that plan, which was unveiled
publicly under the previous administration. Cox said he welcomed their ideas. "If they're out there, I hope they'll come
up and compete."

AUBURN GRESHAM

The city-owned site on 79th Street just got a big boost: It's across the street from a vacant historic building whose
owners earlier this month won a $10 million grant from the Pritzker Traubert Foundation to redevelop it into a “healthy
lifestyle hub” that includes medical and wellness clinics and a Black-owned street-level restaurant, among other
amenities.
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Skidmore Owings & Merrill

A rendering of a project envisioned along 79th Street in Auburn Gresham.

The stretch of 79th west of Halsted has been hit hard over the past year by retailers leaving, with CVS, Bank of America
and Save-a-Lot all vacating stores near 79th and Halsted streets. But local stakeholders point to the potential for a
thoroughfare that touts the busiest CTA bus route in the city and connects with a new $20 million Metra Rock Island
District line station under construction nearby.

The city is soliciting bids for a vacant full block along the northern edge of 79th between Peoria and Green streets,
where it foresees mixed-use buildings including ground-�oor retail meant for local businesses and as many as 70
apartments. "That's what was missing very often in these neighborhoods," Cox said.

AUSTIN

The Austin site on the 5200 block of West Chicago Avenue would be anchored by the Laramie State Bank building, a
dilapidated structure that would be �xed up and supplemented by new construction next to it, according to the RFP.
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A rendering of the redeveloped Laramie State Bank building in Austin.

Cox said residents in the area are "trying to create a place that has an African American cultural anchor" that includes
food and beverage retail offerings and a public plaza. The idea is that "you won't be able to get home, if you live in
Austin, without passing by a vibrant corridor," he said. Multifamily housing above ground-�oor retail and improved
streetscapes are also part of the community's vision, according to Cox.

The site is one of 10 the city identi�ed along Chicago Avenue in Austin that are ripe for redevelopment to help revitalize
the corridor.

Have something to get off your chest? You can send us an email. Or tell us on our Facebook page or on Twitter,
@CrainsChicago.
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