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Good afternoon.  My name is Joy Aruguete, Executive Director of Bickerdike Redevelopment Corporation and President of the Chicago Rehab Network.  

Bickerdike is a 33 year old not-for-profit community development corporation (CDC) targeting Chicago’s West Town, Humboldt Park and Logan Square communities.  Our mission is about community development by and for the benefit of the neighborhood’s mostly Latino and African American low and moderate-income residents.   Over the last 33 years, Bickerdike has produced 888 units of affordable housing, including 145 single family homes and 2 to 4 flats for owner occupancy.  We provide property management services for 811 units, which includes all of our rental housing and the portfolio of another area CDC.  

Bickerdike also focuses on economic development initiatives which engage in direct job creation, including our wholly owned subsidiary Humboldt Construction Co. and Cermak Produce at El Mercado supermarket.  How we do our work is equally as important as what we produce, with the development of community leaders as a major focus of all our efforts, including specific community organizing work around affordable housing and public safety issues.

You may be aware that Chicago currently faces a gap of 155,000 affordable housing units, and trends indicate that the gap will continue to widen.  There are 30,000 project based Section 8 units in Illinois with contracts expiring by the year 2005, with 16,594 of those units in Chicago, and many of those units are at risk of owners opting out.  16,000 public housing units are being demolished and not replaced.   Chicago is an extremely tight rental market, with a documented 4% vacancy rate, and despite a population increase of 112,000 residents over the decade, we experienced a loss of 46,000 rental units.

Bickerdike is one of about 50 housing focused CDCs in Chicago working to address the diverse housing needs in our neighborhoods.  Chicago housing CDCs have produced over 10,000 units of affordable housing for local residents in the city.  CDC’s have a proven capacity which has been further strengthened by the various important and successful  housing development trainings supported by U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, including the Urban Developers Program.  CDCs have developed and managed their properties with broad community involvement, which has often translated into a synergy of resources available to local residents.

Stable quality affordable housing is a foundation from which families and individuals can lead productive lives and participate in their communities.  And, communities are made up of many components such as schools, recreational and green space, businesses, jobs, and places of worship.  In Chicago, and elsewhere, there is an “urban renaissance” going on, which touches all sectors of communities.  

While the beneficial impact of this development is both notable and laudable, it is also important to look at the host of impact issues which effect residents.  As many areas develop, property values rise, property taxes increase, rents increase, rental space is contverted to condominiums and often long term homeowners and renters (who have least control over their housing) get pushed out of their neighborhoods.  In an increasing number of areas, local residents have become victims of community development rather than the beneficiaries of improvement in their communities.  Not only do many residents lose their housing, but the entire fabric of the community is effected.

For instance, in West Town, part of Bickerdike’s target area, many of the more affluent who have moved in do not have children.  West Town schools have had fewer and fewer students enrolled as families get pushed out.   Now those schools are actually busing the children who previously attended there back to the schools, out from the community where those children have been displaced to and back into the area their families can no longer afford to live in.  Meanwhile, the schools in the areas low and moderate income families are being pushed into experience overcrowding in their schools and have little alternative but to bus children out.  This has often resulted in an approximate 2 hour per day bus commute for many children.   

There is an underutilization of recreation and green space, and previously affordable park and other programs become unaffordable as fees are raised to capture the market’s perceived potential.  In addition, industry gets pushed out to other areas and jobs are taken out of the community.  Those sites are frequently converted to high priced loft condominiums.  Newer residents bring more cars and parking becomes very tight.

Of course, communities change over time everywhere and this is a broadly accepted fact.  And it is also a broadly accepted fact that market forces can drive these changes in communities.  But policies drive markets as well, and sound housing and community development policies should exist and be holistic in nature.  If we truly value diverse and mixed income communities, then policies must be targeted toward creating the conditions for this to occur.  In the absence of these kinds of policies, we do not address the underlying problems in low and moderate income communities, rather pockets of poverty merely get pushed around.  And mixed income becomes a euphemism for communities in transition where affluent people are moving in and poor people (mostly minority in Chicago) are getting kicked out.

Planning efforts and policy development must include broad sectors of the community, not just homeowners, realtors, developers and construction interests, which is often the case.  Thoughtful and participatory research and planning efforts as well as policy analysis in Chicago communities has identified the following items for policy development:

· Property tax reform which focuses on tax relief for long term homeowners as well as broadened tax relief for owners who provide affordable rental housing;

· Housing set asides (inclusionary zoning), ensuring a percentage of affordable housing units in all upscale development;

· More aggressive promotion and utilization of the not for profit (CDC) preference in Section 8 disposition properties;

· Compelling public housing authorities to utilize their authority to convert vouchers to project based Section 8 housing;

· Creation of other tools which provide tenant based rent subsidy to house very low income individuals and families (project based Section 8, Chicago Low Income Housing Trust Fund);

· Taking the politics out of affordable housing development, currently the best planned and community supported developments in Chicago can be blocked by the local Alderman, especially if the City of Chicago administers the money despite it being Federal funds; and 

· Engage in wide spread public education and community acceptance campaigns to address many of the myths and inaccurate information about affordable housing and who needs it and lives in it.

The development of quality affordable housing is a must in communities and more resources and better policies are needed to accomplish this goal.  Community development corporations are uniquely equipped to play a large role in new unit creation and housing preservation.  CDCs develop their units with a vision and plan for long-term affordability.  CDCs are likely to have strong linkages with many sectors in the community and typically incorporate those sectors into its planning and development efforts.  These linkages typically result in enhanced resources to community residents such as civic, social service, religious, day care, and employment. 

Many of these planning and policy recommendations are concrete and easily implementable.  We need to begin evaluating, adopting and implementing these solutions so that all sectors of diverse communities can truly benefit and flourish, and make our nation stronger.

Thank you.
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