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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
The development of the Downtown/East Side
Choice Neighborhoods Plan was accomplished
by actively engaging public housing and
neighborhood residents in a collaborative
planning process. The process involved
community engagement activities designed
to build capacity so that the vision and action
plan that form the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhoods Plan have strong community
support. The agenda is ambitious, but one
that has been developed by and for the
residents of the target housing and surrounding
neighborhood with the active support of the
Housing Authority, the City, and a host of
organizational and community partners.

Despite the efforts of the City, County and other
partners over the last decade, the Downtown/
East Side Choice Neighborhood continues to
face significant challenges including vacancy and
high levels of poverty. The Housing Authority’s
efforts to rehabilitate or build new housing to
replace the Sunrise, Mackler and Bergen family
properties (also referred to as “target housing”
in our plan) can be the catalyst to neighborhood
revitalization.
The overall goal is to establish a climate for
positive change and investment. Every journey
begins with a single step. The strategies and
projects presented in the Downtown/East Side
Choice Neighborhoods Plan are how we will
begin our journey.
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Executive Summary

* This map is for illustrative purposes only. Final project details and locations will be determined at a later date.
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DOWNTOWN / EAST SIDE VISION

NEIGHBORHOOD
VISION
The Downtown/East Side is a
clean, attractive, safe and inviting
neighborhood.
» Demolition of vacant buildings continues
» Street lighting is upgraded
» Community safety partnerships grow
» Housing is improved through rehabilitation
and new construction
» New neighborhood amenities are added to
meet needs of a growing neighborhood
• Park/play fields/walking paths
• Community center
• Early childhood center
• Black-owned businesses
» Economic development obstacles are
overcome

HOUSING
VISION

PEOPLE
VISION

Public housing is transformed so that it
is a community asset.
» Interim renovation and beautification
investments are made to improve livability
and enhance visual curb appeal
» A new community center accommodates a
range of activities and programs

Residents are self-sufficient and have
easy access to amenities and services to
meet their daily needs.
» Transportation options are known and used
» Food security (grocery stores/food pantries/
mobile food options) is the norm
» Health care access is improved

» New mixed-income housing located south
of Lincoln Highway brings public housing
residents closer to existing neighborhood
assets

» New business development improves
choice

» Public housing residents are no longer
isolated or living in close proximity to active
industrial uses

» Educational opportunities improve family
outcomes

» Children are safer because they no longer
have to cross Lincoln Highway to get to
school

» Investment in youth is a priority

» Gathering places and programs are
available to residents
» Neighborhood-based self-sufficiency
resources are promoted and used

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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NEIGHBORHOOD PLAN HIGHLIGHTS
OVERVIEW
This section of our Plan addresses a range of
quality-of-life concerns, organized under the
broad headings of Neighborhood Improvement,
Safety, and Economic Development. It includes a
variety of carefully crafted physical improvement
projects, including the construction of new
housing, neighborhood facilities and streetscape
enhancements designed to create a more
attractive neighborhood. Economic development
and safety strategies and initiatives will help
attract new investment, stabilize property values
and create a safer neighborhood.
The Downtown/East Side Neighborhood
has suffered from falling property values,
deterioration and disinvestment for many years.
This phenomenon has impacted not only this
neighborhood but the surrounding region as
well. Community stakeholders have engaged in a
number of planning efforts designed to develop
strategies to help reverse these impacts, with
few results to show for their efforts. Linking the
development of new mixed-income housing by
the Housing Authority with the broader City-led
neighborhood revitalization effort is a critical
element in the successful transformation.
These strategies and projects build upon the
City’s ongoing Downtown/East Side improvement
efforts and the Housing Authority’s commitment
to improve the quality of life for its residents.
A number of other potential partners will be
engaged as the implementation of these projects
begins.
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STRATEGIES
NEIGHBORHOOD HOUSING STRATEGY
Build on existing programs and available funding to
develop new housing in the Downtown/East Side
Choice Neighborhood and rehabilitate existing units
where possible.
NEIGHBORHOOD FACILITIES STRATEGY

NEIGHBORHOOD
IMPROVEMENT

Work to attract or develop new amenities to
supplement existing resources that serve the
Downtown/East Side residents.
STREETSCAPE & BEAUTIFICATION STRATEGY
Make public infrastructure investments to improve
circulation and aesthetics in support of private
investment efforts.

COMMUNITY SAFETY STRATEGY

SAFETY

Engage the community in identifying and addressing
safety concerns, and undertake community
improvements designed to create a safer
neighborhood.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT

Work to attract business and industrial investment to
improve the City’s tax base and expand employment
opportunities for residents.

NEIGHBORHOOD IMPROVEMENT
Priority Outcomes
» Distressed housing is replaced with energy
efficient, financially viable, mixed income
housing that is sustainable over time.
» Neighborhood amenities are as good or
better than those available in other Chicago
Heights neighborhoods and nearby towns.

Framing the Challenge
Over the past decade, the City of Chicago
Heights has been actively engaged in an
effort to demolish vacant and dilapidated
buildings. Today, the City is responsible for the
maintenance of nearly 1,000 vacant lots in the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood.
Much of the remaining housing stock is in need
of rehabilitation or demolition. Many units
are occupied by low and moderate income
households, often with long-time homeowners.
Property values are stagnant or have fallen,
with a high tax rate that discourages investment
in improvements. Lincoln Highway carries
substantial truck traffic and divides the East
Side residential neighborhood. While providing
employment opportunities, the industrial uses
that ring the neighborhood also adversely impact
the residential environment.

Turning the Page

Strategic Implementation Actions

As the City’s work to rid the neighborhood
of vacant, derelict buildings, address safety
issues and improve infrastructure continues,
several improvement projects have been
identified through the Choice Neighborhoods
planning process that promise to build positive
momentum for future development initiatives.
These improvements include the construction
of new housing, development of new open
space amenities, and streetscape enhancements
to improve visual appearance. The tangible
results of these projects will create an attractive
environment where people feel safe and have
new housing opportunities.

» Neighborhood Housing Strategy
• Veterans housing project
• Housing rehabilitation and infill
development
» Neighborhood Facilities Strategy
• Lincoln-Gavin park
• Community center
• Neighborhood connections project
• Town Square
• 13th Street extension
» Streetscape & Beautification Strategy
• Streetscape improvements
• Industrial/residential landscape
buffers

= Priority Project

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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SAFETY
Priority Outcomes
» Residents are living in a safer environment.
» Chicago Heights is recognized as a safe
community.
» Residents and the Chicago Heights Police
are partners in safety.

Framing the Challenge
Safety is a concern that plagues many distressed
neighborhoods and the Downtown / East Side is
no exception. There are agreed upon issues such
as poor street lighting, vacant and abandoned
buildings, and crime. Some neighborhood
residents believe that the neighborhood is
getting better, while others believe that it is
getting worse. Gun violence/shots fired, violent
crime and drug sales/use were identified as the
top three safety issues by residents. Residents
generally feel safe during the day, but slightly
less so at night. Groups of people loitering or just
hanging out are further safety concerns.
Vacant buildings provide locations for criminal
activity to occur and places where unauthorized
individuals loiter. The City is actively addressing
these issues through its Vacant Property Registry
and the demolition of vacant and dilapidated
buildings. However, funding is limited and has
yet to fully address the need.
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Turning the Page
In order to improve the overall quality of life in
the Downtown / East Side, the neighborhood
must become demonstrably safe and attractive
to reinforce positive perceptions of safety.
It is a credit to the City that residents feel
comfortable reporting criminal activity and are
interested in working with the Chicago Heights
Police Department to address safety issues. The
strategic implementation actions listed under the
community safety strategy build upon ongoing
City initiatives and community conversations
throughout the process.
There is also the opportunity to improve
intersection safety along Lincoln Highway as
coordinated investments in new housing and
community facilities are made. Initial steps
include improving crosswalks at the Lincoln
Highway/Wentworth and Lincoln/Highway Center
intersections. A longer term action would be
to eliminate certain intersections along Lincoln
Highway to improve safety as an element of the
overall housing and neighborhood revitalization
plan.

Strategic Implementation Actions
» Safety Strategy
• Community safety engagement
initiative
• Lincoln Highway intersection safety
improvement project
• Vacant Property Registry
• Demolition of vacant and dilapidated
buildings

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
Priority Outcomes
» Residents can easily access jobs,
commercial services and other community
amenities.
» The Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood attracts private investment.
» Chicago Heights becomes a place where
homeowners and businesses want to
invest.

Framing the Challenge
There are a variety of economic challenges
facing the Downtown / East Side. There is
little current interest in investment among
businesses and homeowners due to persistently
high tax rates and low property values. The
loss of neighborhood population over the last
few decades means that there are relatively
few potential local retail customers, and little
reason for customers to come from other
neighborhoods. The remaining retail businesses
include several liquor/convenience stores and
other undesirable commercial uses in prominent
locations. These uses create a negative visual
image and may deter other more positive
commercial investment.

Turning the Page

Strategic Implementation Actions

The City has a robust economic development
program that is linked to regional initiatives
designed to improve economic investment
opportunities throughout Chicago’s South
Suburbs. The redevelopment potential of the
former St. James Hospital property represents
a unique opportunity to repurpose this
lost community anchor for new economic
possibilities. A portion of the property has been
identified as the site for the veterans housing
project. The property owner is working with
the City to explore development options for
the remaining land. The Housing Authority has
also made a major investment in its decision to
relocate its central management office with 30 to
50 employees to Downtown Chicago Heights.

» Economic Development Strategy
• Business investment initiative
• Housing Authority Central
Management Office relocation project

= Priority Project

A Downtown tax increment finance district is
in place. Tax increment financing is a common
economic development tool that allows
property taxes from new development and
redevelopment within a defined geographic area
and used to support economic growth in that
area.
Much of the East Side neighborhood is located
within the boundaries of a federally-designated
Opportunity Zone. Opportunity Zones are a
new tool designed to attract private investment
through the deferral and/or reduction in federal
capital gains taxes. Eligible projects include
business investments, investments in real estate
and new equipment and other assets.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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HOUSING PLAN HIGHLIGHTS
OVERVIEW
The Daniel P. Bergen Homes (1953), John Mackler
Homes (1954) and Sunrise Apartments (1962)
all suffer from fundamental design deficiencies
that cannot be adequately addressed without
substantial rehabilitation or reconstruction.
Perhaps the most serious issue is the location of
these family properties – immediately adjacent
to heavy industry and far removed from
commercial and community service uses. These
impediments create an environment of isolation
and disconnection that cannot be remedied by
rehabilitation alone.
The Housing Plan will be implemented in
phases with rehabilitated housing and new
development. Each phase is expected to have
a catalytic effect on the surrounding area.
The new development is strategically located
to spur future investment while maintaining
current assets and neighborhood identity.
Complementary neighborhood amenities
are planned to serve residents. The Housing
Authority of Cook County will be the lead
developer during the initial phases, and may
bring in other developers, if necessary, as future
phases are implemented.
Multiple sources of financing will be needed,
including Low Income Housing Tax Credits
(LIHTC) through the Illinois Housing Development
Authority (IHDA). IHDA also operates the state
donation tax credit program. Cook County
has HOME, CDBG, transportation and energy
conservation funds that can also be pursued.
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Local foundations and non-for-profits that
have been working in the South Suburbs are
also sources of potential funding. Finally,
much of the area proposed for housing
development is located in an Illinoisdesignated Opportunity Zone which allows
investors to defer capital gains taxes from a
prior investment if funds are invested for a
period of at least 7 years. This investment
can take many forms including real estate
development and acquisition and the
purchase of or investment in existing and new
businesses including real estate.
The Housing Authority’s relocation strategy
will meet or exceed all HUD requirements. The
phased redevelopment process is designed
to minimize the amount of relocation and
disruption to residents during implementation.
The Housing Authority understands the need
to exercise great sensitivity toward residents
for relocation activities and will proactively
communicate with each resident and their
families throughout the process. All target
housing residents that are lease compliant
at the time of the potential displacement will
have the right to return to the redeveloped
housing as construction is completed and
the units become available. The Housing
Authority’s relocation plan and right to return
policy will be drafted with the assistance of
an expert relocation agent and support of
the residents. There will be no out of pocket
expenses borne by the residents, so long as
the expenses are reasonable.

NEAR-TERM PHASING

PHASE 1

Sunrise/Bergen Improvements

Improvements include the renovation of the Sunrise and Bergen
properties, except for Sunrise units near Mackler Homes, north of
12th Street.

PHASE 2

Mixed-Income Housing &
Community Center Development

This phase of target housing transformation involves construction of
approximately 80 units of new, mixed-income housing on available
vacant land south of Lincoln Highway. A community building is
planned to serve Housing Authority tenants and neighborhood
residents. Development is dependent on securing the necessary
financing (tax credits, Opportunity Zone investments, etc.).

PHASE 3

Mackler/Sunrise Demolition

Following relocation of the Mackler/Sunrise households north of
12th Street, these public housing units will be demolished. The
Housing Authority will work with the City to offer this property for
sale to an appropriate end user/developer, with HUD’s approval.

LONG-TERM PHASING

PHASES 4+5

Mixed-Income Residential
Development

These development phases would include two additional
phases of 80+ housing units, each for families remaining in
the Sunrise Apartments and other affordable and market-rate
households.

PHASE 6

Sunrise Apartments Demolition

Following relocation of Sunrise households the remaining target
housing units would be demolished. The Housing Authority
will work with the City to identify an appropriate land use plan
so that this property can be repurposed for an appropriate
redevelopment project, with HUD’s approval.
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PEOPLE PLAN HIGHLIGHTS
PEOPLE PLAN
OVERVIEW
This section of our Plan addresses topics
designed to ensure that residents are healthy,
self-sufficient and that they and their children
are academically successful and career ready.
While the public housing residents that live at the
Sunrise, Mackler and Bergen properties are the
primary focus of these initiatives, neighborhood
residents are expected to benefit as well. This
is especially true since the demographic profile
of neighborhood and public housing residents
is similar. People Plan strategies and strategic
implementation actions are designed to improve
opportunities for the low- and moderate-income
households that call the Downtown/ East Side
Choice Neighborhood home.

STRATEGIES
EDUCATION ENGAGEMENT STRATEGY

EDUCATION &
YOUTH

Develop and implement initiatives designed to
improve school attendance in order to improve
test scores and academic outcomes over time and
better connect parents and children to educational
resources.
INVESTMENT IN YOUTH STRATEGY
Build on existing programs for youth and new
program ideas to fill service gaps and ensure that all
neighborhood youth have the tools needed to succeed
academically and grow into self-sufficient adults.
WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

WORKFORCE
DEVELOPMENT
& SELFSUFFICIENCY

Coordinate efforts to improve the skills of the local
workforce in order to meet the needs of current
and future Chicago Heights employers and improve
employment opportunities for residents.
SELF-SUFFICIENCY STRATEGY
Engage residents through information campaigns and
programs so that they are aware of the resources
available as they work to improve their lives.
HEALTH STRATEGY

HEALTH
10
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Insure continued access to health care services,
facilities to promote healthy lifestyles, and affordable,
nutritious food to address food insecurity challenges.

EDUCATION & YOUTH
Priority Outcomes
» Children enter kindergarten ready to learn.
» Children are proficient in core academic
subjects.
» All youth graduate from high school and are
college- or career-ready.

Framing the Challenge
Quality education is a prerequisite in creating
neighborhoods of choice. Students must be
positioned to fulfill their academic potential. The
education system must be viewed holistically
(preschool through college). Optics are critical;
the region must recognize the success the
education system has achieved. Poor school
attendance, low test scores, and a lack of college
preparedness are all cause for concern. Children
must be in school to learn the curriculum; this
has been a persistent issue for neighborhood
schools. There are numerous afterschool
programs available to neighborhood youth,
but nearly a quarter of the children of resident
needs assessment survey respondents indicated
that their children did not participate in these
activities on a regular basis. Similarly, not all
children have access to a computer at home, an
increasingly important educational tool.

Turning the Page

Strategic Implementation Actions

The Choice Neighborhoods planning process
created an opportunity for educators,
the Housing Authority and others serving
neighborhood youth to engage in discussions
concerning ways to more fully engage students
and parents and improve academic outcomes.
Parents are generally happy with the quality of
the neighborhood schools that their children
attend. Most parents have met their children’s
teachers and feel welcome at their schools.
However, educators pointed to the need
to improve and maintain consistent school
attendance. Continuing investment in youth
programming is also recognized as a priority.

» Education Engagement Strategy
• 5-step campaign for improving
attendance from preschool to high
school
• Kindergarten readiness initiative
» Investment in Youth Strategy
• “Summer slide” reduction project
• Youth training coffee shop

= Priority Project

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT &
SELF-SUFFICIENCY
Priority Outcomes
» Households are economically stable and
self-sufficient
» Residents can easily access jobs,
commercial services and other community
amenities.

Framing the Challenge
Many Downtown / East Side residents are
economically challenged. Nearly 42% of the
Sunrise/Mackler/Bergen target household needs
assessment survey respondents indicated that
they were not working for pay, compared with
16% of neighborhood survey households. While
34% of neighborhood survey respondents report
working more than 35 hours per week, only
16% of target housing households could say
the same. Connecting unemployed and underemployed residents to job workforce centers,
apprenticeship initiatives and job opportunities
will help build economically stable households
that can afford to better housing and continue
on the road to long-term self-sufficiency.
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Turning the Page
Unlike many economically challenged
communities, the Downtown / East Side
has excellent public transportation. The
neighborhood is home to a large Pace bus
terminal and is a short ride to nearby regional
Metra commuter rail lines. This allows residents
without cars to easily access jobs, school,
shopping and services throughout the region.
Equally important are the comprehensive
workforce development training and services
provided by Prairie State College and other
workforce development partners. Finally, the
strong local industrial employment base provides
a variety of job opportunities for workers with
the proper training and skills. Addressing the
apparent mismatch between resident skills and
employer needs and making sure that residents
are aware of all of the resources available to
them are issues that our strategies are designed
to address.

Strategic Implementation Actions
» Workforce Development Strategy
• Workforce development initiative
• Business - Prairie State College
roundtable lunch and conference
• Grow local teacher talent pool
» Self-Sufficiency Strategy
• EnVision Center
• Self-sufficiency programming
• Public transit awareness campaign

= Priority Project

HEALTH
Priority Outcomes
» Children, youth, and adults are physically
and mentally healthy.
» Access to health care is improved by
reducing social inequities in income, wealth,
power and status and taking a “health in all
policies” approach.

Framing the Challenge
The recent closure of St. James Hospital in
Chicago Heights was a major loss for the
community. Residents no longer have easy
access to emergency or urgent care facilities.
The top three chronic health issues identified
by residents are high blood pressure, asthma
and diabetes. Most residents responding to
the needs assessment survey reported having
insurance and little difficulty accessing health
care. Food insecurity is an issue for a significant
number of households, with both public housing
and neighborhood households reporting that
they do not always have enough money for food.
Lack of a gym or neighborhood walking/running
path were identified as barriers to exercise, along
with neighborhood safety concerns.

Turning the Page

Strategic Implementation Actions

There is a broad range of medical service
providers that continue to serve Downtown/
East Side residents. Based on the needs
identified during the Choice Neighborhoods
planning process, strategic implementation
actions designed to improve health outcomes
are directed toward addressing the issue of
food insecurity, improving neighborhood-based
fitness opportunities and filing the service gaps
caused by the closure of St. James Hospital.

» Health Strategy
• Healthy Lifestyle Campaign
• Urgent/emergency care center
• Mobile grocery store

= Priority Project

As implementation of priority projects like the
veterans housing project moves ahead, there
appears to be emerging provider interest in
developing new full service medical facilities
within the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood. There is also interest in working
to improve resident access to healthy foods
through non-traditional alternatives such as
a mobile grocery store. The desire for new
recreational amenities is being implemented
through projects such as the new Lincoln-Gavin
Park.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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COMMUNITY
CONTEXT

The first settlers began arriving in what is now
Chicago Heights in the 1830s. The area grew with
the completion of railroad stations along the Joliet &
Northern (1853) and Chicago & Eastern Illinois (1869)
rail lines. By 1920, the community’s population had
reached 19,653. Supported by a strong industrial
base, the downtown served as the retail, banking,
transportation and entertainment center for
communities and rural settlements within a 15-mile
radius.
While the Great Depression delivered a significant
blow to local manufacturing, World War II industrial
demand led to a period of great prosperity for
Chicago Heights. After 1970, Chicago Heights began
to feel the effects of changing retail patterns,
competition from commercial centers located closer
to interstate highways, and a shift of industrial
production away from older industrial communities.
By 2010, the population of Chicago Heights had
fallen from its 40,000 peak to around 30,000
residents.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhood Plan
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Downtown / East Side Neighborhood Structure

The Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood
covers most of Downtown Chicago Heights
and residential and industrial areas to the
east. The major thoroughfares in the area
include Lincoln Highway/US Route 30/14th
Street, Chicago Road/IL Route 1, and Halsted
Street. The Pace suburban transit bus transfer
facility, located within the Downtown/East Side
Choice Neighborhood, ensures that residents
have good transit access to employment
opportunities, education and social services.
There are three fairly distinct sections of the
Choice Neighborhood: 1) Downtown (south
of Lincoln Highway and west of the Union
Pacific rail line to Chicago Road); 2) East Side
residential (bounded by 11th Street, 17th
Street, Arnold Street and East End Avenue);
and 3) East Side industrial (surrounding the
residential area). Lincoln Highway further
divides the East Side residential area into two
distinct neighborhoods that share common
amenities.
Industrial uses and vacant land dominate the
land use mix. Industrial is the largest single
land use category. There are approximately
147 acres (26.4%) of vacant land, with much
of it located in the residential area south of
Lincoln Highway. It is significant that residential
and commercial uses combined represent only
18.8% of the current land use mix.

Downtown
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North of Lincoln

South of Lincoln

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE
The Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood
has several cohesive residential clusters,
including the Housing Authority’s target housing
properties (Daniel P. Bergen Homes, John
Mackler Homes, and Sunrise Apartments). Today,
there are approximately 2,100 residents and 737
households in the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood. The following demographic
highlights describe some of the challenges that
residents face.
The housing stock is primarily modest,
single-family detached homes. Vacant land is
concentrated along Lincoln Highway, on the
residential streets to the north and south, and
throughout the downtown.

Single Family Residential

Vacant
Land

Multi-Family Residential
8.3%

5.3%
5.2%

26.4%

Commercial/
Mixed Use

Civic/
Institutional

1.9%

42.1%

Industrial

2,100
PEOPLE

Under the
age of 24

10.5%

AGE
DISTRIBUTION

42.7%

64% RENTER OCCUPIED
36% OWNER OCCUPIED

20% 53%
NEIGHBORHOOD
UNEMPLOYMENT
RATE

Aged 25 to 64
Over the
age of 65

46.5%

$22,698

HOUSEHOLDS
MAKING
>$25,000/YEAR

MEDIAN
HOUSEHOLD
INCOME

5.7%

74.6%

7.56%

DECREASE IN
POPULATION
SINCE 2010

POPULATION WITH
A HIGH SCHOOL
DIPLOMA OR HIGHER

POPULATION WITH
A BACHELORS
DEGREE OR HIGHER

(5.5% IN CITY)

10.8%
Open
Space

737
HOUSEHOLDS
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OUR PLANNING
PROCESS
THE COMMUNITY AS PLANNER
Residents of the Housing Authority’s Sunrise,
Mackler and Bergen properties are the core
constituency for the Downtown/East Side
Choice Neighborhoods Plan. Equally important
are the residents of the broader Downtown/
East Side Choice Neighborhood. Both resident
groups watched as housing deteriorated and
vacant units were demolished to mitigate the
dilapidation that characterized the area for
many years. These residents bear witness to
the community that once existed and helped
craft the vision for a vital and revitalized
neighborhood that they can continue to call
home.
One of the initial actions undertaken by the
Housing Authority and the project team was to
recruit four Resident Ambassadors (two target
housing and two neighborhood residents)
to provide an ongoing resident perspective

and assist the planning team in a variety of
community engagement activities. The Resident
Ambassadors were and continue to be a
crucial link between the project team and the
community.
Building community connections involved
bringing people together to talk with each other
about the opportunities and challenges that
they and their neighborhood face, hopes for the
future, and strategies for overcoming obstacles.
As potential ideas were suggested, considered,
modified, accepted or rejected, elements of
the plan began to take shape. While financial
realities can be expected to impact our ability
to accomplish everything that is included in the
Plan, having all of the components identified and
in place creates a comprehensive roadmap for
revitalization that can be used to direct future
investments as conditions change and new
financial resources become available.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhood Plan
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CAPACITY BUILDING

Resident Ambassadors

The overall goal of the capacity-building strategy
was to ensure that available resources were
aligned and directed toward development of
a transformation plan that is holistic and has
strong support. Building capacity emphasized
listening and communication skills. Everyone’s
point of view was considered

The four Resident Ambassadors played a critical
role in the community engagement process. They
assisted with some of the initial planning events
and survey efforts, but went on to spearhead
popular activities including the Sunday Fun Day
program and Games in the Park.

PLANNING PARTNERS AND
STAKEHOLDERS
The Housing Authority, City and other key
organizational partners and community
stakeholders committed significant resources to
develop the strategies and improvement projects
designed to implement the community’s vision
for the transformation of the Downtown/East
Side Choice Neighborhood. These partners will
lead Plan implementation in collaboration with
the City and Cook County Housing Authority.

Leadership Team
The City and Housing Authority chose to partner
on the successful Choice Neighborhoods
planning grant application. Both entities continue
to identify and refine elements of the Plan that
will help them advance organizational priorities
and better meet the needs of their residents and
constituents. The objective is to identify win-win
opportunities that can be carried out with limited
resources.
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Our Planning Process

Perhaps their most important role was in
reviewing the project ideas as they emerged
and providing constructive input as to which
would lead to the most positive results. The
Ambassadors met regularly on their own and
with the Housing Authority’s Project Manager
throughout the process to ensure that the Plan’s
content and direction truly represented the
wants and needs of their neighbors.

Steering Committee and Working
Groups
These groups were comprised primarily of
individuals who lead organizations and can
bring significant organizational capacity and
skills to the discussion. Five working groups
met as a joint group for an overview of the
planning process and to begin to identify
specific conditions that needed to change in
order to create a positive image and make the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood a
place where people wanted to live and invest.
They went on to meet with the Leadership
Team to identify implementation strategies and
commit resources to undertake specific catalyst
improvement projects and programs.

PARTNER HIGHLIGHT:
CITY OF CHICAGO HEIGHTS, MAYOR’S
OFFICE OF SPECIAL EVENTS AND
RESIDENT SERVICES DEPARTMENT
(GETTING THINGS DONE FOR CHICAGO
HEIGHTS RESIDENTS)
The Mayor’s Office of Special Events acts as
a liaison between public and private sectors
within the City. The Special Events team
maintains the Mayor’s Office of Special Events
Community Calendar which includes special
events hosted by the City of Chicago Heights,
special events hosted with other agencies or
organizations, and special events and parades
hosted by neighborhood organizations or
nonprofits. The Mayor’s staff also participates
in a number of community events as
ambassadors for the City.
The Department of Resident Services helps
residents with non-emergency City services.
Residents simply contact Resident Services to
report and inquire about a particular matter,
check the status of previous requests or obtain
information regarding City programs and
events.

PLANNING PROCESS STRUCTURE
The planning process used to create the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood vision
and plan for transformation emphasized several
guiding principles:
» Creating an inclusive, equitable plan
» Building local capacity for planning,
engagement and implementation
» Rebuilding neighborhood connections –
physical, social and economic
» Consensus-based decision making

1

ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES/
LISTENING AND LEARNING
Issues and Opportunities/Listening and Learning
was an iterative and ongoing function of the
planning process. Beginning with the project kickoff meeting on May 1, 2018, the community was
asked to provide input about the issues facing
the Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood
and opportunities for moving forward. The
Resident Ambassadors engaged their neighbors
in a series of informal conversations to
identify topics that should be addressed in the
target housing and neighborhood resident
needs assessment survey and the Choice
Neighborhoods Plan.
The neighborhood resident needs assessment
survey included questions covering a broad
range of topics including health, education,
safety, youth, employment and neighborhood
needs. These questions were identical to those
included in the target housing resident needs

assessment survey. The target housing resident
needs assessment survey (with a 59% resident
response rate) also included specific questions
related to potential redevelopment of the
Sunrise, Mackler, Bergen target housing and
the Housing Authority’s resident services. The
survey results were used by the Working Groups
to develop the strategies and project initiatives
included in the Neighborhood, Housing and
People chapters of our Plan.
As the planning team began to prepare
conceptual development options for community
consideration, target housing residents were
asked to provide input on the features and
development types that they preferred through
a visual preference survey. Target housing and
neighborhood residents were asked to respond
to three development concept alternatives
that addressed replacement of some or all of
the target housing and locations for other key
catalyst neighborhood improvement projects.
Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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ORGANIZING VISION THEMES

2

VISIONING FOR THE FUTURE

NEIGHBORHOOD
The Downtown / East Side
is a clean, attractive, safe
and inviting neighborhood.

Visioning for the future was a central element
of the planning process. Chicago Heights has
a strong sense of history and pride. Longtime neighborhood residents are eager to see
improvements that benefit current residents and
begin to address unfulfilled promises of the past.
The end product of the visioning exercise was
the development of an overall vision graphic and
organizing vision themes for the neighborhood,
housing, and people chapters of the Plan.
What the community wants in terms of the vision
for neighborhood transformation is clear. How
to realize that vision is the job of the Downtown/
East Side Choice Neighborhood implementation
strategies.

HOUSING
Public Housing is
transformed so that it
is a community asset.

PEOPLE
Residents are self-sufficient
and have easy access to
amenities and services to
meet their daily needs.
The word cloud shows the most common
responses to the question:
“What are 3 words that describe the
neighborhood you want to live in?”

22

Our Planning Process

3

CREATING COMMUNITY
CONNECTIONS
Creating community connections involved
bringing people together so that they could
talk to one another, learn from one another,
and share with one another their ideas for
neighborhood improvements and programs that
will enhance the lives of residents and benefit
the community. While some of this work was
accomplished through traditional community
meetings, most of these connections were
created through more informal discussions led
by the Resident Ambassadors and members of
the Leadership Team. Building and strengthening
community connections through a variety of
celebration events and community projects was
a purposeful element of the planning approach.
These engagement activities are described
below:

Grant Award Celebration Picnic
(June 2018)
The grant award celebration was designed
to begin the Choice Neighborhoods planning
process. The event featured hot dogs, pony rides,
a giant slide, fire truck tours, music and a variety
of planning engagement activities.

Rebuilding Together (April 2019)

low-income homeowners throughout Chicago
Heights, including several properties in the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood.
Based on the initial success of this event, Chicago
Heights was invited to participate again in 2020.

Community Garden (Summer 2019)
A revitalized community garden was prepared
for planting in the target housing area. Residents
understand the benefits of fresh and affordable
herbs and vegetables. By working together,
residents created a stronger sense of community
while promoting a healthy lifestyle.

Sunday Fun Day (Summer 2019)
Sunday Fun Day is an initiative developed by
Downtown/ East Side Resident Ambassador
Cornelius Dawson. The weekly event was held in
King Park and brought neighborhood and target
housing residents together for family-oriented
activities every Sunday afternoon.

Games in the Park (Summer 2019)
Games in the Park was a target housing residentled program that brought target housing youth
together for old-time games (sack races, etc.)
each Saturday at the Housing Authority’s open
space area adjacent to the Sunrise and Mackler
properties.

Rebuilding Together is a service-oriented
program that brought skilled construction teams
and volunteers together for a day of home
improvements and rehabilitation for eligible

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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Featured Early Action Project
Tree Planting (September 2018)
Responding to the identified need for additional
street trees and landscape improvements, City
staff submitted a successful grant application
to the Openlands Project for street trees to
be planted by community volunteers. The
tree planting event was held on September
29, 2018. Fifteen trees were planted near
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Our Planning Process

Lincoln-Gavin School and AME Payne Church.
Sixteen neighborhood resident volunteers
worked with the City, School District 170, the
Housing Authority and Openlands participants
to complete this successful neighborhood
improvement project

4

OUR PLAN: GOALS, OBJECTIVES
AND STRATEGIES
The strategies included in the Downtown/
East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan address
the priority outcomes identified by the US
Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) for the Choice Neighborhoods Initiative.
The specific approaches grew out of the
neighborhood issues and needs identified by
residents, and improvement recommendations
developed and prioritized by the community.
The challenge in creating the neighborhood
revitalization plan was connecting specific plan
proposals to the community vision in a way
that was credible and achievable. Throughout
the planning process, skepticism was heard
from neighborhood residents expressing
concerns about what would really change
in the neighborhood through the Choice
Neighborhoods process. Neighborhood
residents had participated in many planning
processes over the years, each one holding out
promise for a better neighborhood and a better
way of life. These promises, by and large, were
not fulfilled and conditions in the neighborhood
continued to decline.

A major point of emphasis in the Choice
Neighborhoods planning process was that all the
hard work put in by residents and stakeholders
would not result in an empty plan, one that
promises great things that cannot be realized.
To ensure that the proposals are achievable they
are grounded in what the Housing Authority,
the City, and capable partners can reasonably
carry out. This is the right approach for this
neighborhood. Market demand is weak.
Private-sector investment cannot be reasonably
expected until public-sector partners succeed
in implementing certain catalyst projects that
demonstrate that transformation is possible.
As community confidence grows, private-sector
investment is likely to follow.

Focusing on investments and improvements
that can be carried out by Plan partners
represents achievable transformation. This is
not a euphemism for “transformation light.” The
improvement proposals in our Plan represent
real change, and residents of the neighborhood
will recognize it as such.

As residents and stakeholders understand, the
current weakness in real estate market demand
is a direct result of the widespread economic
distress that has been undermining the fabric
of communities in Chicago’s south suburban
region for decades. This economic distress can
be measured by many metrics, but this is not
the focus of the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhoods Plan. It is clear that public-sector
investment must lead the way in changing the
local investment climate.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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VISION FOR NEIGHBORHOOD
TRANSFORMATION
Residents of the Downtown/East Side community
are focused on maintaining and enhancing their
neighborhood. Chicago Heights has a strong
community culture and pride. Residents see
themselves as the ones who have the ability
to make their situation better. Nonetheless,
residents understand that some of their ideas
are aspirational and that long-term commitments
and significant resources from a variety of
stakeholders and partners will be needed to
make their vision a reality. While many residents
are satisfied in their current situation, they do
want nicer, more affordable and more energy
efficient housing available in the neighborhood,
a better education for their kids and a much
easier shopping experience. They also want a
neighborhood that is visually appealing, clean
and full of life.
Chicago Heights residents in the target
neighborhood prioritized meeting the needs of
current residents. They don’t want the focus to
be only on attracting and addressing the needs
of potential new residents. There is strong

interest in rehabilitating existing homes and
demolishing abandoned buildings, which will
benefit both existing and new residents.
Neighborhood residents want to make their
housing and neighborhood better, more
affordable and attractive. They want to ensure
proper maintenance (and expansion) of existing
assets, such as parks and community centers,
so that they can take full advantage of them.
Residents also feel strongly that new recreational
trails and paths, street beautification and
supportive services for the elderly are needed.
Better lighting is also important.
Residents remember that the Downtown/
East Side was once a neighborhood of choice
and opportunity; many would like to bring it
back to those days. LaDonna Blevins, a longtime Chicago Heights resident and Resident
Ambassador said it well:

“

Growing up in Chicago Heights
was the best. I wish I was a kid
again. Everybody knew everybody. The store owners knew us
and our families. The teachers
used to come to our houses. It
seemed like we were outside
playing all the time. We played
in the parks. We played hopscotch, double dutch and rode
our bikes everywhere. There
were apple trees and berry trees.
It was very safe but when the
street lights came on, you had
to be home for dinner. No questions asked. Hopefully we can
bring the community back to
when I was a kid.

“
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- LaDonna Blevins,
East Side Resident
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DOWNTOWN / EAST SIDE VISION

NEIGHBORHOOD
VISION
The Downtown/East Side is a
clean, attractive, safe and inviting
neighborhood.
» Demolition of vacant buildings continues
» Street lighting is upgraded
» Community safety partnerships grow
» Housing is improved through rehabilitation
and new construction
» New neighborhood amenities are added to
meet needs of a growing neighborhood
• Park/play fields/walking paths
• Community center
• Early childhood center
• Black-owned businesses
» Economic development obstacles are
overcome

HOUSING
VISION

PEOPLE
VISION

Public housing is transformed so that it
is a community asset.
» Interim renovation and beautification
investments are made to improve livability
and enhance visual curb appeal
» A new community center accommodates a
range of activities and programs

Residents are self-sufficient and have
easy access to amenities and services to
meet their daily needs.
» Transportation options are known and used
» Food security (grocery stores/food pantries/
mobile food options) is the norm
» Health care access is improved

» New mixed-income housing located south
of Lincoln Highway brings public housing
residents closer to existing neighborhood
assets

» New business development improves
choice

» Public housing residents are no longer
isolated or living in close proximity to active
industrial uses

» Educational opportunities improve family
outcomes

» Children are safer because they no longer
have to cross Lincoln Highway to get to
school

» Investment in youth is a priority

» Gathering places and programs are
available to residents
» Neighborhood-based self-sufficiency
resources are promoted and used

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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NEIGHBORHOOD PLAN
This section of our Plan addresses a range of
quality-of-life concerns, organized under the
broad headings of Neighborhood Improvement,
Safety, and Economic Development. It
presents a variety of carefully crafted physical
improvement projects including the construction
of new housing, neighborhood facilities and
streetscape enhancements designed to create
a more attractive neighborhood. It also outlines
economic development and safety initiatives
intended to attract new investment, help
stabilize property values and create a safer
neighborhood.
These strategies and projects build upon the
City’s ongoing Downtown/East Side revitalization
efforts and the Housing Authority’s commitment
to improve the quality of life for its residents.
There are a number of other potential partners
who will be engaged as implementation of these
projects begins.
All parts of the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood would greatly benefit from
new investment. However, in order to realize
achievable and visible transformation, publicsector investment will be concentrated in one
area initially to begin the process. In the near
term, the resources of implementation partners

cannot come close to being able to fill all of
the available vacant land with new housing,
retail centers or community facilities, due to
weak market demand and the level of financial
investment that would be required. Much
of the housing that still exists is deteriorated
and in need of rehabilitation or demolition,
further highlighting the need for reinvestment.
Improving basic public infrastructure such as
streets, lighting, sidewalks and alleys is also a
priority.
While not to the complete exclusion of
improvements in the other parts of the
Downtown/East Side, the initial revitalization
focus will be south of Lincoln Highway. This is
where the impact of public-sector improvements
will be most visible. Once neighborhood
transformation begins to be realized, privatesector investment can reasonably be expected to
occur to support revitalization of the rest of the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood.

NEIGHBORHOOD
VISION
The Downtown/East Side is a
clean, attractive, safe and inviting
neighborhood.
» Demolition of vacant buildings continues
» Street lighting is upgraded
» Community safety partnerships grow
» Housing is improved through rehabilitation
and new construction
» New neighborhood amenities are added to
meet needs of a growing neighborhood
• Park/play fields/walking paths
• Community center
• Early childhood center
• Black-owned businesses
» Economic development obstacles are
overcome

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhood Plan
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NEIGHBORHOOD IMPROVEMENT
OVERVIEW & CONTEXT
Priority Outcomes
» Distressed housing is replaced with energy
efficient, financially viable, mixed-income
housing that is sustainable over time.
» Neighborhood amenities are as good or
better than those available in other Chicago
Heights neighborhoods and nearby towns.

Framing the Challenge
The basic question before us is how to create
a neighborhood that attracts people who can
choose to live anywhere. Attracting new, modern
housing can be a game changer in the South
Suburbs, since so little has been built in recent
decades. Equally important is stabilizing property
values so that homeowners and investors can
be reasonably certain that the value of their
property will not decline. Much of the current
housing stock is in need of repair, and property
values are not increasing. Neighborhood
residents often find themselves living in
substandard units, adversely impacting their
health and well-being.
Visual transformation of neighborhood
infrastructure is needed to retain current
residents, encourage owners to invest in
property maintenance and enhancements, and
build a sense of community pride. The provision
of new neighborhood amenities will benefit all
residents and vastly improve the image of the
neighborhood.
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Neighborhood Plan

Achieving these outcomes requires overcoming
multiple obstacles to advancement. These
barriers include adjacent industrial uses that
discourage new residential development,
securing funding to demolish properties that are
beyond repair, and the lack of population density
needed to support new retail and commercial
development. Perhaps, one of the biggest
impediments to investment, lies in the property
tax structure which makes many projects
uneconomic, today.
New stores and shopping venues represent
market-rate investments that are not realistic
at this time. However, measured against
the scenario of continuing decline and the
absence of virtually any kind of reinvestment,
development of a modest amount of new mixedincome housing, new parks and open space,
upgraded infrastructure, and more services
represent significant transformation.

What Our Residents Have Told Us
Residents consider neighbors, schools,
employment opportunities and transportation
access to be the biggest strengths of the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood.
Single-family homes and townhomes were
identified as the housing types most needed and
preferred. Neighborhood parks and recreational
facilities are viewed as positive neighborhood
assets.
Residents identified a variety of improvement
needs that would help make the Downtown/
East Side a better place to live. “Cleaning up”

the neighborhood so that it is more visually
appealing, especially along Lincoln Highway
was a common theme. Lincoln Highway is a
major gateway to the community and upgrading
its image is important. This effort involves
addressing property maintenance issues,
infrastructure improvements (streets, alleys,
streetlights, etc.), developing vacant property,
beautification, and continued demolition of
vacant and dilapidated buildings.

Assets to Build On
Land for new development is readily available
due to the concerted efforts by the City to
acquire and demolish vacant, dilapidated
buildings and the work of the Cook County
Land Bank Authority to acquire and clear title
to tax delinquent property. The City is currently
maintaining nearly 1,000 vacant lots in the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood.
There is an abundance of tax-delinquent or
publicly-owned vacant land that can be easily
acquired and assembled.
New single-family houses built in the last decade
under the Neighborhood Stabilization Program
(NSP) along 16th Street and a recent townhome
project on Shields Avenue illustrate what could
happen in the future. There are also local anchor
institutions including churches, municipal
facilities, the Jones Center, Housing Authority
and Lincoln-Gavin School that maintain historic
neighborhood roots.
There are several City initiatives that promise to
bring additional resources to the neighborhood.
These include development of a comprehensive
streetlight improvement project that will be
implemented in phases to improve lighting
and reduce costs throughout Chicago Heights,
including the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood. Additionally, the City is assessing
pavement conditions throughout Chicago
Heights, which will provide the data needed
to determine priorities for improvements to
neighborhood streets. The City is also in the

process of developing a long-range infrastructure
capital plan that will address water and sewer
system improvement needs.
The neighborhood market assessment
commissioned for the Downtown/East Side
Choice Neighborhood identified market
opportunities, especially with respect to the
development of affordable rental housing. There
also may be demand for a modest amount of
retail space, especially if coupled with a mixeduse development in the Downtown.
The City has an active industrial development
program. There may be opportunities for
expansion by existing companies at the northern
edge of the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood or new users interested in smaller
(10-acre) industrial sites, especially the area
north of Lincoln Highway. This portion of the
neighborhood is also within the boundaries of
an Illinois-designated Opportunity Zone, which
could make investment more attractive.

Measuring Progress
As we implement the community’s strategies,
progress can be tracked by metrics such as the
number of new housing units built, number of
housing units rehabilitated, dollars spent on
streetscape improvements and infrastructure,
and dollars invested in new development.

Proximity to the Downtown provides easy
resident access to a range of important services
such as City Hall, Pace bus depot, police station,
public library and the park district recreation
center. There is significant promise for followup private-sector investment once public-sector
catalyst projects have been completed.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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NEIGHBORHOOD HOUSING
STRATEGY:
Build on existing programs and available
funding to develop new housing
in the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood and rehabilitate existing
units where possible.

Veterans housing project
Priority Project
Develop 80-plus units of supportive veteran’s
housing on a portion of the former St. James
Hospital site.
Due to the prominence of the site and the lack
of similar facilities in the South Suburban region,
the veterans housing development is likely to
stimulate additional investment interest. This
facility would provide much needed housing for
a deserving constituency, and a high-quality,
architecturally attractive building. A tax credit
application has been submitted to the Illinois
Housing Development Authority (IHDA).
The new building will promote energy efficiency
and green living. Supportive services will
be developed and provided in a way that
embraces the complete veteran in a holistic
manner. Equally important is the opportunity
to encourage community integration of these
new residents through complementary activities
such as a veterans museum; veterans speaker
series; educational programing for children and
memorial tributes.
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Lead Partners:

Goals and Outcomes:

» City of Chicago Heights

» Expand housing opportunity.

» Housing Authority of Cook County

» Secure tax credits, finalize project financing
and initiate construction.

» Franciscan Alliance/Franciscan Health
» Illinois Housing Development Authority
Additional Partners and Resources:
» Cook County Bureau of Economic
Development
» Cook County Department of Veterans
Affairs

» Sponsor two events annually at the housing
site that honors veterans.
» Provide one educational event annually for
Chicago Heights school children focused on
veterans.

Funding Sources:

» Veterans’ Legal Aid Society

» Cook County

» Legal Assistance Foundation of Chicago
Veterans Project

» IHDA

» State of Illinois Department of Veterans
Affairs

» Housing Authority of Cook County

» Private Investors

» Leave No Veteran Behind
» Veterans Assistance Commission
» Vehicles for Veterans
» Catholic Charities
» U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Great
Lakes Health Care System
» U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development
» U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services
» Illinois Joining Forces
» Illinois Department of Employment Services
» Cook County Workforce Partnership
» Prairie State College

IMPLEMENTATION
COST: $22-$25 MILLION
TARGET COMPLETION: 2023

Housing rehabilitation and
infill development program
Promote opportunities that allow homeowners
to undertake needed rehabilitation projects;
identify vacant parcels where private investors
can build new neighborhood housing.
Housing rehabilitation efforts could be
undertaken using several models. Volunteer
rehabilitation initiatives such as Rebuilding
Together are typically one-day events that
address basic improvements for low-income
homeowners. Municipal rehabilitation programs
often rely on annual Community Development
Block Grant (CDBG) allocations or other
dedicated funding sources. Supporting new infill
housing may require assembling appropriate
development sites and making them available at
low or no cost.

Partners and Resources:

Goals and Outcomes:

» City of Chicago Heights
» Cook County Land Bank Authority

» Improve housing opportunities and building
condition.

» Private Investors

» Build new mixed-income housing.

» Private Foundations

» Attract private investment.

» Labor Unions

» Market existing incentive programs,
including the Nuisance Abatement
Partnership Program (NAPP) to the Chicago
Heights community.

» Local Businesses
» Current Chicago Heights Homeowners
» Potential South Suburban Homeowners
» Housing Authority of Cook County
» Chicago Heights Economic Development
Corporation
» Rebuild Together

» Create a list of 20 sites as “priority”
improvement opportunities within 18
months.
» Begin infill development on five sites within
36 months.

» Habitat for Humanity
» United States Department of Labor

Initially, this initiative is expected to take
advantage of opportunities to participate in
programs such as Rebuilding Together to help
homeowners make needed improvements
to their homes. Over time, the City and other
partners will investigate the potential for
establishing permanent programs to support
neighborhood housing improvements and
provide opportunities for private investors to
easily aggregate land.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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NEIGHBORHOOD FACILITIES
STRATEGY:
Work to attract or develop new amenities
to supplement existing resources that
serve the Downtown/East Side residents.

Lead Partners:

Goals and Outcomes:

» City of Chicago Heights

» Vacant buildings are demolished.

» Cook County Land Bank Authority

» New neighborhood amenities are added.

» School District 170

» Investment in youth.

Additional Partners and Resources:

» Build community cohesion through open
space and sports.

» Housing Authority of Cook County

A site has been identified. Land assembly and
title clearance to allow this project to move
forward have been initiated. As the necessary
property is acquired, the dilapidated buildings
that remain will be demolished.
This project is aligned with the development of
new mixed-income housing. The synergy of the
planned recreational amenity and new housing
will help stabilize the existing residential assets.
This investment may also attract the broader
community to the East Side by providing sports
fields and picnic areas. Energy-efficient lighting
is planned for function and safety. The design
may also include a “trailhead” for bike paths and
walking trails.

Funding Sources:
» City of Chicago Heights

» Illinois Department of Natural
Resources

» Cook County Community Development
Block Grant

» City of Chicago Heights

» Housing Authority of Cook County

» OpenLands Foundation

» Local businesses

» Local Businesses

» Illinois Department of Natural Resources

» Private Foundations
» Local Professional Sports Teams
» Prairie State College
» US Soccer Foundation

PHASE 1

IN

Develop a new recreational space on available
land next to Lincoln-Gavin School. The project is
a positive reuse of vacant land and responds to
resident requests for neighborhood playfields
with a walking path incorporated into the design.

» Cook County Department of Economic
Development and Planning
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Lincoln-Gavin Park
Priority Project

PHASE 2

IMPLEMENTATION
COST: $750,000
TARGET COMPLETION: 2023
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Neighborhood Plan

Proximity to
Lincoln-Gavin School

Closure of Wallace
Street, south of 15th
Community
Gardens

Walking
Paths
Park
Signage

New Recreation
Amenities

LINCOLN-GAVIN PARK ENTRANCE
FOR ILLUSTRATIVE PURPOSES ONLY
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Community Center
Priority Project
Develop a Community/Early Childhood Center
focused on providing innovative early education,
after school programing and a variety of
community services to a diverse population
of Chicago Heights residents, including target
housing residents.
This neighborhood-based facility would
provide community/resident meeting space,
accommodate service provider programming
(training, counseling services, GED, computer
lab, etc.) and a variety of resident amenities. It
would be a place where learning takes place. A
key component of this facility is a high-quality
early childhood center that would support
kindergarten readiness project initiatives.
The building could also function as an EnVision
Center or provide a place where Illinois residents
could come to apply for a variety of public
benefits. This would be a center where residents
can become independent, create a positive
self-image and develop intellectual abilities. It
would provide a place to socialize and establish
a welcoming environment where all residents
can develop friendships, interact with neighbors
and others, and express themselves in a variety
of ways. It could include a recreational area to
conduct after-school and summer programming
revolving around sports and leisure.

Partners and Resources:

Goals and Outcomes:

» Illinois Action For Children

» New neighborhood amenities are added.

» IFF
» Housing Authority of Cook County

» Public housing residents are no longer
isolated.

» City of Chicago Heights

» Children are safer.

» Jones Memorial Community Center

» Investment in youth.

» City of Chicago Heights Park District

» Improved educational opportunities.

» Chicago Heights School District 170

» Neighborhood-based services and
amenities are used.

» Bloom Township District 206
» Boys and Girls Club of America
» Prairie State College
» Cook County Workforce Partnership
» National Able
» Illinois Department of Employment Services
» EnVision Center

» Convene a working group of strategic
partners within the first year.
» Aggregate land by clearing title, where
appropriate, and reserve the necessary
development site parcels within the first
two years.
Funding Sources:

» CEDA

» Cook County

» Local faith-based organizations

» Private investors
» Housing Authority of Cook County
» Private foundations

IMPLEMENTATION
COST: $3 MILLION
TARGET COMPLETION: 2025
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Improved
landscaping

Improved neighborhood
lighting
Improved
sidewalks

Architectural style
consistent with
neighborhood
character

COMMUNITY CENTER ENTRANCE
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Neighborhood Connections
Project
Develop a coordinated bicycle and walking trail
system throughout the East Side neighborhood
that safely connects residents to parks, schools,
churches, the library, other community assets
and the downtown.
This effort includes, incremental sidewalk
improvements to enhance resident access to
neighborhood amenities as new housing is
built. It also could include an exercise path for
residents to use on a regular basis.
Partners and Resources:

13th Street extension

Plan and develop a Town Square in the
Downtown where residents can gather for events
and passive recreation.

This project involves construction of a new
portion of 13th Street between Center Avenue
and Shields.

This project would provide a new and inviting
central location for residents to come together
as a community. It would also demonstrate to
neighboring communities that Chicago Heights
is investing in its town. The potential location for
this investment would be near the new veterans
housing development.

The proposed connection would complete
the neighborhood street grid north of Lincoln
Highway to improve access and enhance
development potential.

Partners and Resources:
» Private Foundations

» City of Chicago Heights

» Local Businesses

» Cook County Department of Economic
Development and Planning

» City of Chicago Heights

» Illinois Department of Natural Resources

Goals and Outcomes

» U.S. Department of Transportation

» New neighborhood amenities are added.

» Illinois Department of Transportation

» Support nearby investments in housing and
community facilities.

Goals and Outcomes:
» Transportation assets improve mobility.
» Street lighting is upgraded.
» Children are safer.
» Promote walking and biking as a form of
transportation and exercise.
» Work with residents to identify locations for
potential trails and sidewalk improvements.
» Create up to two miles of new bike and
walking trails over the next five years.
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» Convene a project team within twelve
months of initiation of the veterans housing
development project.

Goals and Outcomes:
» Transportation assets improve mobility.
» New neighborhood amenities are added.

STREETSCAPE & BEAUTIFICATION
STRATEGY:
Make public infrastructure investments
to improve circulation and aesthetics in
support of private investment efforts.

Streetscape improvements
Undertake neighborhood beautification, safety
and streetscape improvements. Areas of focus
include Lincoln Highway, 15th Street, 16th Street
and Wentworth Avenue.
Investments in green infrastructure and street
trees should be made to improve sustainability
and provide quality-of-life amenities along the
main neighborhood corridors, as well as to
provide a buffer between residential areas and
industrial complexes. Lighting upgrades and
improved signage will increase the sense of
safety along Lincoln Highway and help residents
easily navigate the neighborhood.

Streetscape enhancements to 15th Street should
reinforce its role as focus of new residential
development. Streetscape enhancements
to 16th Street should emphasize its role as
the link between the Downtown and the East
Side residential neighborhood. Landscape
improvements along Lincoln Highway should
be scaled to create a positive image along this
major regional roadway. Street crossings should
be improved so that residents on either side of
Lincoln Highway can cross safely.
Goals and Outcomes:
» New street trees and landscape features
improve neighborhood aesthetics.
» Street lighting is upgraded.

Industrial/residential
landscape buffers
Development of landscape buffers that
define the boundaries between residential
neighborhoods and adjacent industrial districts
would enhance visual appearance and help to
mitigate adverse impacts that residential uses in
close proximity to industrial uses experience.
Goals and Outcomes:
» Protect residential properties from adverse
impacts of industrial activities.
» Reinforce residential identity, by adding
green infrastructure.

» New neighborhood amenities are added.

Wentworth Avenue streetscape improvements
will build upon the landscape upgrades being
made at the Housing Authority’s Sunrise
and Bergen properties and establish a new
“neighborhood gateway” along Wentworth
Avenue that also connects to the new community
center.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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SAFETY

» Residents are living in a safer environment.

were identified as the top three safety issues by
residents. Residents generally feel safe during
the day, but slightly less so at night. Groups of
people loitering or just hanging out are further
safety concerns.

» Chicago Heights is recognized as a safe
community.

Assets to Build On

OVERVIEW & CONTEXT
Priority Outcomes

» Residents and the Chicago Heights Police
are partners in safety.

Framing the Challenge
Safety is a critical factor in creating
neighborhoods of choice. Safety has both a visual
and social component. An attractive physical
environment with well-maintained homes and
well-lit streets helps establish a perception
of safety and demonstrates that safety is a
community priority. Alternatively, vacant, poorly
maintained buildings that attract the homeless
or individuals seeking to engage in criminal
activity often makes residents feel less safe. As
the City, Housing Authority and other partners
work to develop or enhance community facilities
and neighborhood amenities, safety must be an
integral part of the discussion.

What Our Residents Have Told Us
Safety concerns linger in the community. There
are agreed upon issues such as poor street
lighting, vacant and abandoned buildings, and
crime. Some neighborhood residents believe that
the neighborhood is getting better, while others
believe that it is getting worse. Gun violence/
shots fired, violent crime and drug sales/use

The City has taken several steps to provide a
safer neighborhood environment. The City has
established a Vacant Property Registry to help
ensure that vacant properties are maintained
and secure. Many vacant and dilapidated
buildings have been torn down, reducing
opportunities for criminal activity. The Chicago
Heights Police Department is an integral part of
the Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood
and engaged with neighborhood residents as the
Plan evolved.

Measuring Progress
As the community implements the strategies,
progress can be tracked by metrics that include
number of vacant buildings demolished and
crime rate statistics.

SAFETY STRATEGY:
Engage the community in identifying
and addressing safety concerns, and
undertake community improvements
designed to create a safer neighborhood.

Community safety
engagement initiative
A multi-pronged approach has been developed
that involves 1) community policing initiatives
and events to engage/build trust between
residents and the Chicago Heights Police
Department, 2) encouraging self-policing by
residents/business owners to reduce loitering/
aggressive panhandling that adversely impacts
business and customer comfort, 3) encouraging
business owners to expand window exposure for
greater “eyes on the street,” and 4) addressing
the impact of the homeless population on
neighborhood quality of life.
Partners and Resources:
» City of Chicago Heights
» Illinois Department of Transportation
» United States Department of
Transportation
» Cook County Department of Planning and
Economic Development
» Pace
» Commonwealth Edison
» OpenLands Foundation
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» Forest Preserve of Cook County
» Chicago Heights Park District
» Chicago Heights Police Department
» Chicago Heights Park District Police
Department
» Housing Authority of Cook County
Goals and Outcomes:
» Community safety partnerships grow.
» Residents are living in a safer environment.
» Chicago Heights is recognized as a safe
community.
» Residents and the Police are partners in
safety.
» Coordinate overall community
beautification efforts so that safety is a
priority.
» Reduce violent crime by one-third over the
next five years.

Lincoln Highway intersection safety
improvement project
This effort would initially involve improving
crosswalks at the Lincoln Highway/Wentworth
and Lincoln Highway/Center intersections. Both
intersections have traffic lights and represent key
pedestrian routes between residential areas and
neighborhood amenities such as Lincoln-Gavin
School, the Jones Center, King Park, and the
proposed community center. In addition, there
may be opportunities to close selected streets as
part of the future phases of the mixed-income
housing development program. This would help
to mitigate vehicular conflicts with through traffic
on Lincoln Highway.
Partners and Resources:
» Illinois Department of Transportation
» City of Chicago Heights

Vacant Property Registry
The City of Chicago Heights has established
the Vacant Property Registry to protect
neighborhoods from becoming blighted through
the lack of adequate maintenance and security
of vacant properties. Vacant properties in high
crime areas will be prioritized for clean up first.
Partners and Resources:
» City of Chicago Heights
Goals and Outcomes:
» Vacant buildings are not used for
criminal activity and do not contribute to
neighborhood blight.

Demolition of vacant and dilapidated
buildings
As funding permits, continue to demolish vacant
and dilapidated building within the Downtown/
East Side in order to improve safety, enhance
neighborhood appearance, and provide sites for
new development.

» Cook County
Goals and Outcomes:
» Pedestrian safety is improved.
» Traffic conflicts are reduced.

Partners and Resources:

» Street lighting is upgraded.
» Initiate a traffic study to improve pedestrian
crosswalks within the next 18 months.

» City of Chicago Heights
» Cook County
Goals and Outcomes:
» Vacant, dilapidated buildings are
demolished.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
OVERVIEW & CONTEXT

What Our Residents Have Told Us

Measuring Progress

Priority Outcomes

Residents are hungry for new retail and other
commercial development that can begin to
recapture the vibrancy of the Downtown.
They would like to see retail uses such as a
laundromat, smoothie shop, grocery store,
dollar store, gas station, and other retail
businesses. There is a strong desire for business
development that strengthens the tax base
and bring jobs to Chicago Heights. Encouraging
the growth and expansion of black-owned
businesses and attracting jobs that match the
skills of current East Side residents was deemed
especially important to active participants in the
planning process.

As we implement our strategies our progress can
be tracked by metrics that include the number of
new jobs, business investment dollars, number
of tax delinquent parcels with cleared title that
are available for development, and amount of
vacant land developed.

» Residents can easily access jobs,
commercial services and other community
amenities.
» The Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood attracts private investment.
» Chicago Heights becomes a place where
homeowners and businesses want to
invest.

Framing the Challenge
There are a variety of economic challenges
facing the Downtown/East Side. There has been
little interest in investment among businesses
and homeowners, and few existing businesses
that meet the needs of the neighborhood. An
underlying factor reinforcing these issues is the
high local property tax rate. Until property rates
are more competitive with other communities,
it may be difficult to attract new investment.
The area struggles with a low population and
income base which makes it difficult to support
possible development. The presence of liquor/
convenience stores and other undesirable
commercial uses in prominent locations also
creates a negative visual image in the minds
of some and may deter other more positive
commercial investment.
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Assets to Build On
The City has a strong economic development
program in place designed to build on the
locational advantages of Chicago Heights.
Economic development tools such as the
Downtown tax increment financing (TIF) district
and federal Opportunity Zone designation
can provide incentives needed to attract new
development.
Road connections including Lincoln Highway,
Chicago Road and Halsted Street mean that the
Downtown/East Side is well connected to the
broader region. The Pace bus transfer station
located in the Downtown provides excellent
regional access for those who rely on public
transportation. Chicago Heights is also served by
a robust freight rail network that is attractive to
industrial users. There are many local industrial
employers with well-paying jobs.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
STRATEGY:
Work to attract business and industrial
investment to improve the City’s tax base
and expand employment opportunities for
residents.

Business investment initiative
This project builds on the City’s long-term effort
to attract business and industrial investment
to Chicago Heights. It also helps advance the
workforce development recommendations
included in the Chicago Heights Comprehensive
Plan and reaffirmed during the Choice
Neighborhoods planning process. Specific
implementation actions include: 1) clearing title
on tax delinquent properties for future reuse,
2) exploring tax relief/economic development
incentives to support private investment, and
3) expanding business investment/financing
options.
Among the key development sites is the former
St. James Hospital property. While portions of the
site have been designated for projects such as
new veterans housing, other portions of the site
remain available for development. The City and
other partners will continue to explore various
synergistic opportunities, such as recruiting
a health care center or similar facility to fill
the service gaps caused by the closure of the
St. James Hospital. Commercial development
on a portion of this property could provide
an economic stimulus to the Chicago Heights

community and potentially bring commercial
activity to the “showcase” property in the
southern suburbs.
Partners and Resources:
» City of Chicago Heights Economic
Development Corporation
» Cook County Land Bank Authority
» Housing Authority of Cook County
» IFF
» Private Foundations
» Private Investors
» Local Businesses
» Cook County Bureau of Economic
Development and Planning
» Franciscans Alliance/Franciscan Health
Goals and Outcomes:
» Economic development obstacles are
overcome.
» Residents can easily access jobs,
commercial services and other community
amenities.
» Chicago Heights becomes a place where
homeowners and businesses want to
invest.

PARTNER HIGHLIGHT:
COOK COUNTY BUREAU OF
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
The Cook County Bureau of Economic
Development spearheads the County’s regional
economic development initiatives by leveraging
its resources to spur regional growth. A key
effort is the South Suburban Economic Growth
Initiative (SSEGI), which allows the County to
scale, amplify and leverage regional programs,
resources and investments in the South Suburbs.
In 2019, SSEGI established a new Small Business
Development Center, and targeted infrastructure
investments to support business retention and
expansion. Local political, business and civic
leaders are developing new institutional and
financial capacity to collaboratively undertake
coordinated, large-scale and long-term economic
development in the form of the Southland
Development Authority launched on November
13, 2019.
The Department of Planning and Development
Is one of the Bureau’s key divisions. The
Planning and Development group cultivates
sustainable communities by fostering economic
opportunities and business development;
preserving and expanding the supply of safe,
decent, and affordable housing; facilitating
infrastructure improvements; promoting fair
housing; and supporting social services programs
that address the challenges of homelessness.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhoods Plan
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Housing Authority
Central Management Office
relocation project
Priority Project
This project involves rehabilitating and
repurposing an existing Housing Authority of
Cook County building located on the Golden
Towers campus between the Downtown and
East Side neighborhood to accommodate
administrative staff now located in downtown
Chicago. This move will significantly expand the
employment base in Downtown Chicago Heights,
adding between 30 and 50 employees.

Lead Partner:
» Housing Authority of Cook County
Additional Partners and Resources:

Goals and Outcomes:
» A vacant building is reused.
» Neighborhood-based services and
amenities are more accessible.

» U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development

» An existing, unoccupied 20,000 square foot
building is renovated.

» City of Chicago Heights

» Spur additional revitalization and economic
development projects.

» EnVision Center
» Prairie State College

Funding Source:
» Housing Authority of Cook County

The Housing Authority has begun rehabilitation
using its available funds. The project
demonstrates the Housing Authority’s
commitment to Chicago Heights, and uses an
existing Housing Authority asset to provide
better services to South Suburban clients by
meeting them where they live. The facility will
also provide a physical location for the Housing
Authority’s planned EnVision Center until an
alternative space is identified that would provide
easier resident access.

IMPLEMENTATION
COST: $2 MILLION
TARGET COMPLETION: 2023
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06

HOUSING
PLAN
The Housing Authority of Cook County owns
three family properties in the East Side
residential district: Daniel P. Bergen Homes
(built in 1953), John Mackler Homes (built in
1954), and Sunrise Apartments (built in 1962).
In total, the three properties contain 172 units
that range from one to four bedrooms in size.
These properties are the designated “target
housing” for the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhoods Plan. The Housing Authority’s
127-unit, eight-story Golden Towers senior
building is also located in the Downtown/East
Side Neighborhood.
Wentworth Avenue functions as a connector
between all three target housing developments,
and is also where the property management
offices and community room are located.
Industrial properties surround the target
housing. Lincoln Highway, a busy, truck-filled
thoroughfare, separates the Bergen Homes from
the Sunrise and Mackler developments.

All three properties suffer from fundamental
design deficiencies that cannot be adequately
addressed without substantial rehabilitation or
reconstruction. This is not surprising given the
age of these developments and the significant
changes in the ways people live today.
The locations of the Mackler and Sunrise
properties, in particular, create an environment
of isolation and disconnection that cannot be
remedied by rehabilitation alone.
The Housing Authority has embarked on an
ambitious program to upgrade its properties
throughout Cook County. Implementation of
the revitalization plan for the target housing in
the Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood
promises to provide improved housing and
opportunities for deserving families. The Housing
Authority’s need to rehabilitate or build new
housing to replace the obsolete Sunrise, Mackler
and Bergen family sites can be the catalyst for
revitalization of the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood.

HOUSING PLAN
VISION
Public housing is transformed so that it
is a community asset.
» Interim renovation and beautification
investments are made to improve livability
and enhance visual curb appeal.
» A new community center accommodates a
range of activities and programs.
» New mixed-income housing, located south
of Lincoln Highway, brings public housing
residents closer to existing neighborhood
assets.
» Public housing residents are no longer
isolated or living in close proximity to active
industrial uses.
» Children are safer because they no longer
have to cross Lincoln Highway to get to
school.

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhood Plan
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TARGET HOUSING
PROPERTY

BEDROOM COUNT
TOTALS
1

2

3

4

SUNRISE (EAST OF WENTWORTH)

32

36

24

-

92

SUNRISE (NORTH OF 12th STREET)

8

4

8

8

28

MACKLER HOMES

-

19

8

10

37

BERGEN HOMES

-

9

6

-

15

40

68

46

18

172

TOTALS

HOUSING SITES

Mackler

Sunrise

Target Housing Sites
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Bergen

REPLACEMENT HOUSING STRATEGY
Replacement of obsolete public housing
is integrated into the larger program of
neighborhood reinvestment. It builds upon
neighborhood revitalization initiatives that the
City of Chicago Heights has been pursuing for
many years. These efforts include the demolition
of vacant and dilapidated properties. These
vacant lots are being maintained by the City
until new users can be attracted. Another
consideration is the City’s desire to eventually
transition isolated residential neighborhoods
located north of Lincoln Highway from residential
to industrial use.
Our replacement housing strategy is designed
to create new and vibrant housing opportunities
for current Housing Authority tenants. New
mixed-income housing will be built in phases,
with each phase having a catalytic effect on the
surrounding area. The objective is to strategically
locate and practically implement construction of
new housing in order to spur future investment.
The Plan concentrates development in the area
south of Lincoln Highway where the greatest
impact can be realized. The Housing Authority
of Cook County will be the lead developer
during the initial phases, and may bring in other
developers if necessary, as future phases are
implemented.

Phase 1: Sunrise/Bergen
Improvements
While the ultimate goal is to replace all of the
Sunrise units, there are immediate maintenance
and renovation needs that must be addressed
as an interim improvement project. These
improvements are critical to conveying to target
housing residents that change is coming. Since
demolition of the Sunrise units located east of
Wentworth Avenue will be the final phase of
the replacement housing program, the money
spent on renovations will be amortized over
several years. The 15 Bergen units, located along
16th Street, will also be rehabilitated. These
improvements will ensure that all units can be
fully occupied and that no vacancies exist until
the final development phase.
The work includes new siding, roofs, canopies,
doors, chimneys, shutters, storm doors, exterior
lights, signage, concrete stoops, and landings.
The improvements will result in more energy
efficient housing and lower maintenance costs.
In addition to renovating the Bergen and Sunrise
units so that they meet occupancy standards, the
grounds will be improved so that they are more
functional and aesthetically pleasing. Landscape
enhancements along Wentworth Avenue will
demonstrate to neighborhood residents as well
as tenants that investments in beautification are
more than just a proposal – visible improvements
are actually being made.

IMPLEMENTATION
Cost: $1.5 Million
Funding : Housing Authority
Target Completion: Fall, 2020
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Phase 2: Mixed-Income Housing &
Community Center Development
This phase of target housing transformation
involves the construction of approximately 80
units of new mixed-income housing on available
vacant land south of Lincoln Highway. A new
community center is planned as part of this
development phase to serve Housing Authority
tenants and neighborhood residents. This
development is dependent on securing the
necessary financing (tax credits, Opportunity
Zone investments, etc.).
The exact location and form this development
will take is intended to reinforce viable
residential pockets and link the investment
to existing neighborhood amenities. The new
housing will provide housing for the existing
residents who wish to relocate. Units not
occupied by relocated target housing families
would be leased as affordable rental units.
A new community center will be a central feature
of this phase of development. Located south of
Lincoln Highway, close to the Bergen Homes,
this amenity will take advantage of the large
amount of vacant property and close proximity
to existing assets, including the Jones Center,
various churches, the proposed park amenity
and Lincoln-Gavin School. The community center
will include spaces to accommodate community
meetings space, appropriate space for service
providers to serve clients on-site, computer lab/
workforce training space, resident fitness facility,
and an early learning center.
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Phase 3: Mackler/Sunrise Demolition
Following construction of the Phase 2 housing
and relocation of the existing households, these
public housing units would be demolished. Per
the City’s Comprehensive Plan’s land use policy
recommending that this area be transitioned
into industrial land use, the Housing Authority
will work with the City to offer this property for
sale to an appropriate end user/developer, with
HUD’s approval.

Phases 4 & 5: Mixed-Income
Residential Development
Two additional phases of residential
development are planned following the
completion of the previous phases. The intent
is to focus development around LincolnGavin School, the Jones Center and other
neighborhood amenities along the 15th Street
corridor. The development would include
replacement housing units for families remaining
in the Sunrise Apartments. Additional affordable
and market-rate units would be available to
accommodate other households.
A series of modest, yet important infrastructure
improvements are proposed that will help
transform the image and function of the south
of Lincoln neighborhood. Alleys that intersect
with 15th Street would be reconfigured to allow
new housing to front on 15th Street rather than
facing the intersecting north-south streets. Some
street connections to Lincoln Highway would be
closed to create an effective buffer against noise

and traffic, creating a more peaceful and secure
residential area. This would also help resolve
current intersection safety issues related to poor
sight lines and fast moving traffic.

Phase 6: Sunrise Apartments
Demolition
Following relocation of Sunrise households all
of the remaining target housing units would be
demolished. The Housing Authority will work
with the City to identify an appropriate land use
plan so that this property can be repurposed
for an appropriate redevelopment project, with
HUD’s approval.

DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
The development program must be
tempered by practical considerations such as
coordinating new housing construction with
infrastructure improvements and demolition
of dilapidated housing. The initial new housing
development (Phase 2) is located on sites that
are construction-ready and owned by the City,
are under the control of the Cook County Land
Bank Authority or are tax delinquent/vacant
land. Significant transformation will occur in
Phases 4 and 5 when new housing is built near
Lincoln-Gavin School, the new park and along
15th Street. A total of 240 new mixed-income
residential units are planned.
The feasibility of attracting market-rate renters
or homeowners to the neighborhood in the short
term is low, so the emphasis of programming will
be on units for Housing Authority residents and
affordable renters. The goal is for an ultimate
mix of affordable/market rate units to public
housing units of approximately two affordable/
market rate units for each replacement public
housing unit.
The residential market assessment prepared for
the Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood
estimates that by 2023, there may be demand
for 92-125 units of rental housing to serve
families with incomes of $15,000 - $50,000, as
well as demand for an additional 30-48 units of
workforce housing for households with annual
incomes of $50,000-$75,000. As neighborhood
improvement is realized, additional residential
development phases targeted to moderateincome owners or renters may be supported by
the market.

The development phasing plans which follow
describe how the replacement of all target
housing reflecting their current bedroom mix
can be accommodated in the Downtown/East
Side Choice Neighborhood. It should be noted
that some tenants may opt to be relocated using
tenant-based replacement housing vouchers
which could result in changes in the final
development plans.
New housing will be integrated with planned
neighborhood improvements. Implementation
will involve three phases, each three to four
years in duration, including the time need to
secure financing and allow unit absorption.
The proposed approach will:

Focus new housing investment around
School and the new park Lincoln-Gavin.
We anticipate that people will be attracted to
new housing close to the elementary school and
a new park. In turn, the new housing will create
a better context for the school and park, which
will make them more attractive amenities to the
neighborhood.

Use new housing to make 15th Street a
neighborhood connector.
15th Street is a local street that happens to have
a number of community facilities located on it,
including Lincoln-Gavin School, the proposed
Lincoln-Gavin Park, the Jones Center, two
churches, and a comprehensive social service
provider (CEDA). The proposed community

center will be located on the corner of 15th
Street and Wentworth Avenue. Locating housing
along 15th Street will help connect these
facilities, making them more prominent within
the neighborhood and more accessible.

Use new housing to create a gateway into the
Downtown.
The proximity of the downtown is a major asset
for the neighborhood. Today, access is limited
due to the barrier created by the CSX freight rail
line. Lincoln Highway connects the East Side
to the Downtown via an underpass; but it is a
poor pedestrian connection due primarily to
heavy truck traffic. 16th Street has an at-grade
crossing with the rail line and offers a much
better neighborhood connection. However, this
crossing is plagued by a concentration of vacant
lots and dilapidated property. New housing and
mixed-use redevelopment near the rail crossing
would create a gateway into the downtown and
maximize the Downtown’s benefit to the East
Side neighborhood.

Coordinate new housing development with
strategic infrastructure improvements.
Infrastructure improvements include the
new Lincoln-Gavin Park, which will provide
recreational opportunities for residents and
turn vacant land into a neighborhood amenity.
The closure of the existing Lincoln Highway
intersections with Lowe and Parnell would
improve safety and create a positive residential
experience.
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Lincoln-Gavin Park
Phase 1

New Community/
Early Learning Center

Mixed-Income Housing &
PHASE 2 Community
Center Development
» Unit mix:
• 31 Single-family units
• 49 Townhome units
» Bedroom mix:
• 8 - One-bedroom units
• 27 - Two-bedroom units
• 27 - Three-bedroom units
• 18 - Four-bedroom units
» New Community Center
» Phase 1 Lincoln-Gavin Park

Institutional
Institutional
Phase
Phase21 Units
-Single Family
-Townhomes

PHASE 3

Mackler/Sunrise Demolition

» Tenant relocation
» Demolition of 65 public housing units

PHASE 4

Lincoln-Gavin Park
Completed

Mixed-Income Residential
Development

» Unit mix:
• 29 Single-family units
• 51 Townhome units
» Bedroom mix:
• 5 One-bedroom units
• 22 Two-bedroom units
• 53 Three-bedroom units
» Phase 2 Lincoln-Gavin Park
» Alley reconfiguration to orient residential
units to 15th Street
Reconfigured Alleys

Institutional
Institutional
Phase
Phase21 Units
Units
Phase
Phase42Units
Units
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For illustrative purposes only. Specific building
locations for each phase are dependent on land
assembly and financing.

Street closures to create
Lincoln Highway buffer

Community/
Early Learning Center

Greenway Buffer

Lin
col
n-G
av
in S
cho
ol

CEDA

Lincoln-Gavin Park
Proposed Mixed-Use
Retail

Jones
Center

Jones
Center
Park
CEDA

Parking Pads
on new Construction

60 Unit Apartment
Building

New Neighborhood Amenities:

HOUSING DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
Single-Family (detached)

Emphasize 15th street
as the center of the
neighborhood

Townhomes (attached)

Apartment Building

» New community center and park

3 bed – 40

1 bed – 20 (20%)

1 bed – 45 (75%)

» Improved streetscapes

4 bed – 20

2 bed – 50 (50%)

2 bed – 15 (25%)

» New mixed-use commercial space

Rehab Existing Homes – 20

3 bed – 30 (30%)

Subtotal: 80

Subtotal: 100 Units

For illustrative purposes only. Specific building
locations for each phase are dependent on land
assembly and financing.

Subtotal: 60 units

» Buffer created along parcels separating
neighborhood from Lincoln Highway and
nearby industrial areas

Total: 240 Units
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51
Ranch-style
Single Family Home

38
Modest Ranch
Single Family Home

34
Modern
Single Family Home

27
Townhomes
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VISUAL PREFERENCE SURVEY
This chart presents the top ranked housing
choice results of a “visual preference survey” that
was distributed by the Resident Ambassadors to
Sunrise, Bergen and Mackler residents to gauge
interest in a variety of housing types.

HOUSING DESIGN
The new housing should be compatible with the
neighborhood’s existing single family character
while also making a strong statement about
reinvestment and transformation. Compatibility
is best achieved by focusing on low-density
housing types. The exterior design of the new
housing should be aesthetically compatible
with the existing housing, but reflect a more
modern design theme. This would be done by
using traditional form (shape) while introducing
more modern and lower maintenance exterior
materials.
Multi-family apartment buildings may appeal to
residents who want the services and security of
on-site management, and would be appropriate
as a gateway to the downtown along 16th Street.
Key considerations in the design of new
housing include:
» Maximize consumption of vacant land.
Since there is so much, the more vacant
land that can be converted into housing the
better. This can be accomplished though
the following design techniques:
• One-story units. More land will be
used through the use of single-story
design. Single-story buildings can
also help meet accessibility goals and
enhance universal design and visibility
objectives.
• Building width over depth. The
layout of the new units should
be wider rather than deep. This

technique will use more street
frontage and provide additional back
yard space, for residents.
• Include single family units. Singlefamily units will consume more
vacant lots than townhomes will. The
construction cost of one-story singlefamily units will be only slightly higher
than townhomes on a square foot
basis.

» Include retail stores/services. The
proposed apartment building on 16th
Street is programmed as a mixed-use
development with ground floor retail space.

» Emphasize verticality. Taller, more
vertical buildings will have a more positive
visual impact than shorter buildings. It is
possible to emphasize height of single-story
buildings, as outlined below:
• Nine-foot ceiling height. This is the
current standard for higher-quality
housing. The increased cost of
materials associated with nine-foot
ceiling heights is nominal.
• Vaulted ceilings. Vaulted, or sloped,
ceilings on the bottom of the roof
rafters would provide more spacious
interiors at a nominal extra cost and
not result in unused, wasted attic
space.
• Raised foundations. Verticality also
can be achieved through the use of
raised foundations that would allow
steps and porches which are common
neighborhood design features.
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HOUSING TYPES

BUILDING DESIGNS

The following site plans and elevations are
provided to illustrate how the development
programming and design strategies can be
fulfilled. These examples focus on the lowdensity housing to be built to fill vacant lots
within the single family area. The new housing
should be compatible with the character of an
established suburban neighborhood.
Unit amenities would include:
» In-unit laundry
» Storage space
» A master bedroom suite

SINGLE-FAMILY ELEVATION

» An eat-in kitchen
» A front porch
» A rear outdoor terrace so that residents can
enjoy the back yard space

PVC
Trim
Boards

Dormer Windows in
vaulted ceiling space
“Thin” Veneer
Stone Base

Front
Porch

Prefinished
Fiberglass
Columns

9’ - 0”

12’

8’ - 6”

Prefinished
engineering
siding

12’

52’ - 0”

SINGLE-FAMILY ELEVATION
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12’

TOWNHOME AND SINGLE-FAMILY FLOORPLANS

2 BED/2 BATH

7’ - 6”

Roof

9’ - 0”

First Floor

Dormer Windows in
vaulted ceiling space

3 BED/2 BATH

Projecting
Entry

Maintenance-Free
Siding and Shingles

4 BED/2 BATH

Projecting Bay
Window

END UNIT

Open
Porch

Different Accent Colors
to Individualize the Units

MIDDLE UNIT

TOWNHOME ELEVATION
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FINANCING PLAN
As is the case with most projects of this nature,
multiple sources of financing will be needed.
Financing through a variety of sources including
Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC) will be
necessary for each phase, except for the Sunrise/
Bergen Improvement (Phase 1) which are funded
by the Housing Authority.
The Illinois Housing Development Authority
(IHDA) operates LIHTC, along with the state
donation tax credit program. Cook County
has HOME, CDBG, transportation and energy
conservation funds that can also be pursued.
Local foundations and non-profits that have been
working in the South Suburbs are also sources
of potential funding. These include IFF, LISC and
Enterprise Community Partners, but partnerships
with smaller philanthropic foundations will also
be explored.
The portion of the Downtown/East Side where
development of the replacement housing
is proposed is also an Illinois-designated
Opportunity Zone, which allows investors to
defer capital gains taxes from a prior investment
if funds are invested for a period of at least 7
years. This can take many forms including real
estate development and acquisition and the
purchase of or investment in existing and new
businesses including real estate.

ACCESSIBLE HOUSING/FREE FROM
DISCRIMINATION
All new construction and renovations to
existing properties will be done in accordance
with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
the Fair Housing Act, Title II of Americans with
Disabilities Act, and the Architectural Barriers
Act of 1968 and their respective implementing
regulations. Moreover, the Housing Authority is
steadfast is its commitment to provide a suitable
living environment free from discrimination
throughout suburban Cook County.

RELOCATION AND RIGHT TO
RETURN POLICY
The Housing Authority’s relocation strategy
will meet or exceed all HUD requirements.
Redevelopment and rehabilitation of Sunrise,
Bergen and Mackler will require relocation of
some residents. To minimize the amount of
relocation and disruption to residents during
redevelopment, the phased process described
above will be implemented. The Housing
Authority understands the need to exercise
great sensitivity toward residents for relocation
activities and ensures that it will adequately
communicate to each resident and their families
throughout the process. There will be no out of
pocket expenses borne by the residents, so long
as the expenses are reasonable.
All target housing residents that are lease
compliant at the time of the potential
displacement will have the right to return to
the redeveloped housing when construction is
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completed and the units become available. The
Housing Authority’s relocation plan and right to
return policy will be drafted with the assistance
of an expert relocation agent and support of the
residents.
All Bergen, Mackler and Sunrise tenants were
invited to participate in the target housing
resident needs assessment survey. Survey
questions included initial replacement housing
and relocation preferences. If improvement
of the Sunrise, Mackler and Bergen properties
required redevelopment of existing units,
70% of target housing residents indicated that
they would be willing to temporarily move.
If temporary relocation is required, 55% of
residents indicated their preliminary desire to
stay in Chicago Heights. The most important
factors in making relocation decisions include: 1)
keeping children at their current school, 2) access
to transportation, 3) access to shopping, and 4)
access to jobs.
The Housing Authority’s leadership team held
more than a dozen target housing tenant
meetings over the course of the Choice
Neighborhoods planning process to gather
resident input and keep them informed
concerning future improvements. These
meetings all included opportunities for residents
to ask questions concerning potential relocation
options and indicate their preferences. The
Housing Authority will continue to meet regularly
with target housing tenants to ensure that the
relocation process is clearly understood and best
meets the needs of each household.

ENERGY EFFICIENT/SUSTAINABLE/
HEALTHY HOUSING
Sustainable development is a central feature of
the redevelopment plan. The Housing Authority
will comply with the LEED for Neighborhood
Development (LEED-ND) from the United States
Green Building Council. Housing, community
facilities and recreational spaces will be
integrated and ADA accessible, as required by
law.
» The Housing Plan incorporates design
elements and amenities that are designed
to support income diversity. The newly built
housing will enrich the neighborhood and
appeal to a variety of market segments.
It will also take into consideration the
community’s input regarding building types
and design features as captured in our
preference surveys.
» Buildings will be harmonious in scale with
streets, outdoor spaces and surrounding
structures.

» Sidewalks will be protected from adjacent
street traffic, where appropriate, through
the use of landscape buffers and wellplaced crosswalks.
» Community gathering places will be
incorporated into the housing development
program.
» Stormwater best management practices,
such as green roofs, rain gardens, pervious
surfaces, bioswales and natural vegetation
will be incorporated as necessary.
In addition to LEED-ND considerations, the
Housing Authority will design new buildings to
meet the requirements of the EPA’s ENERGY
STAR Qualified Homes. The Housing Authority
will also work to achieve certification by a
recognized green rating program such as the
Energy Star Plus Indoor Air Package, Enterprise
Green Communities Initiative, or National Green
Building Standards.

LEED-ND ANALYSIS
The replacement housing plan has been
developed to meet the requirements for
certification under the Leadership in Energy and
Environmental Design (LEED) for Neighborhood
Development (LEED-ND) program.
LEED-ND requires that project sites meet a
number of minimum criteria in order to qualify
for certification. In addition to meeting several
prerequisites, projects must achieve at least a
minimum score of 40 points in order to become
LEED certified.
An assessment of the site and its components,
relative to the prerequisites of LEED-ND found
that the required prerequisites can be met. The
project has been designed to attain a minimum
certification under the requirements of LEED for
Neighborhood Development, although the final
point totals cannot be confirmed until the design
and development program is finalized.

» Unit and room sizes will accommodate
contemporary families.
» Unit and room sizes will also accommodate
the needs of those on the housing
authority’s current waiting lists.
» New housing will be interconnected with
sidewalks, streets and walking and bike
paths so that public transportation, future
retail and parks are easily accessible.
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07

PEOPLE
PLAN
This section of our Plan addresses topics
designed to ensure that residents are healthy,
self-sufficient and that they and their children
are academically successful and career-ready.
While the public housing residents that live in
the Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood
are the primary focus of these initiatives,
neighborhood residents will benefit as well. This
is especially true since the demographic profile
of neighborhood and public housing residents is
similar.

A community is only as good as its people.
Implementation of the projects outlined on
the following pages will empower residents,
strengthen local capacity, and build a stronger
neighborhood. People Plan strategies and
implementation actions are designed to improve
opportunities for the low and moderate-income
households that call the Downtown/ East Side
Choice Neighborhood home.

PEOPLE PLAN
VISION
Residents are self-sufficient and have
easy access to amenities and services to
meet their daily needs.
» Transportation options are known and used
» Food security (grocery stores/food pantries/
mobile food options) is the norm
» Health care access is improved
» New business development improves
choice
» Investment in youth is a priority
» Educational opportunities improve family
outcomes
» Gathering places and programs are
available to residents
» Neighborhood-based self-sufficiency
resources are promoted and used

Chicago Heights Downtown / East Side Choice Neighborhood Plan
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EDUCATION & YOUTH
OVERVIEW & CONTEXT
Priority Outcomes
» Children enter kindergarten ready to learn.
» Children are proficient in core academic
subjects.
» All youth graduate from high school and are
college- or career-ready.

Framing the Challenge
The availability of good schools is critical to
creating neighborhoods of choice. Parents look
for school districts with programs designed
to help their children succeed when they
are choosing where to live. While current
neighborhood residents have positive feelings
about the local schools, test scores published
annually in the Illinois School Report Cards show
that fewer students are meeting State standards
than State-wide averages. Obstacles to academic
achievement include a high student mobility rate,
especially at the elementary school level, a high
percentage of low-income and minority students,
and low percentages of students rated as ready
for the next grade level or ready for college
course work.
Optics are critical to the attraction of new
families to Chicago Heights generally, and the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood in
particular. The regional housing market must
recognize the success the education system has
achieved in order to make the Downtown/East
Side a destination of choice.
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What Our Residents Have Told Us
Residents of the Sunrise/Mackler/Bergen target
housing believe that Chicago Heights is a good
place to raise children. Households with schoolage children expressed strong satisfaction with
Lincoln-Gavin School (grades K-4), with 88%
of households indicating that they were very
or somewhat happy with the school. These
households expressed a similar satisfaction rate
for the middle school their children attended.
The satisfaction rate for parents with children
attending Bloom Township High School was even
higher with 96% of resident needs assessment
survey respondents indicating that they were
very or somewhat happy with the high school.
Parents considered the schools that their
children attend to be welcoming places and
felt comfortable contacting teachers to check
on student progress. A strong majority of the
resident needs assessment survey respondents
indicated that they found report cards and
other materials sent home from school easy to
understand, and regularly asked their children
about what went on at school each day. Still,
better schools were recognized as important.
Development of a parenting network and
programming was suggested by residents
and service providers who participated in the
planning process.
Both Sunrise/Mackler/Bergen and neighborhood
parents indicated that they take advantage of

available activities for their children. Programs
offered at the Jones Center, Chicago Heights Park
District, neighborhood schools and church youth
programs were all popular choices. However,
approximately 25% of parents indicated that
their children did not participate in out-ofschool activities on a regular basis. The main
reasons why children don’t participate include
not knowing what activities are available, lack of
interest and cost. A few parents indicated that
transportation was also a barrier.
Residents identified cost as a factor in keeping
parents from enrolling their children in out-ofschool programs, accessing early learning or
child care, and engaging in community learning
programming. Community Wi-Fi services and
computer centers were identified as desired
community amenities. Participants in the
resident needs assessment survey were asked
to identify activities or classes that they would
like to see available for neighborhood youth.
The top ten choices were: 1) recreation/sports.
2) music/band/singing/dance, 3) arts and crafts,
4) computer classes, 5) job skills training/
employment assistance, 6) social activities, 7)
academic tutoring/homework assistance, 8) life
skills/financial/literacy/civility classes, 9) youth
leadership, and 10) cooking/healthy eating.

Assets to Build On

Measuring Progress

Educational service providers at all levels were
actively engaged in the Choice Neighborhoods
planning process and the development of the
strategies and programmatic initiatives designed
to overcome identified obstacles to academic
success. These partners include Illinois Action
for Children, School District 170, Bloom High
School District 206, and Prairie State College,
among others. A new state-of-the-art middle
school is scheduled to open in 2020 to serve
neighborhood children. The Housing Authority
has scholarships available to help public housing
residents further their education at community
colleges. Improving family outcomes, including
educational achievement, is a Housing Authority
priority.

As we implement our strategies our progress
can be tracked by metrics that include improved
test scores, number and percentage of children
who are kindergarten-ready, and improved
attendance rates.

Extensive educational resources are located
within in the area, including a new middle
school, Bloom Township High School and Prairie
State College, which are all located less than
a mile from the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood. Lincoln-Gavin School is located
on Center Avenue between 15th and 16th
Streets, serving grades K-4, in the heart of the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood.
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EDUCATION ENGAGEMENT
STRATEGY:
Develop and implement initiatives designed to
improve school attendance in order to improve
test scores and academic outcomes over time
and better connect parents and children to
educational resources.

Performance Metrics:
» Within three years, we will reduce chronic
absenteeism by half at the high school to
19.5% and more dramatically at LincolnGavin School with a goal of 13%.

Actions Steps and Timing:

1»

Engage students and parents. Although
resident needs assessment survey
respondents say they are comfortable
at their child’s school, their infrequent
presence there would indicate otherwise.
Building a warm, welcoming environment
can produce a school-wide culture that
promotes a sense of safety, respect, and
personal responsibility. A key component
of the engagement is helping parents
understand what their children are learning
when they are in school, and the negative
effects chronic absenteeism has on
realizing their hopes and dreams for their
children. Timing: campaign launch through
year 3.

2»

Recruit parents to become “attendance
ambassadors,” role models and liaisons
between schools and other parents. We will
work with our attendance ambassadors
to establish how to recognize positive
and improved attendance in a way that
will drive success. These ideas will be
used to provide quarterly recognition and
incentives to students and families who
have good and improved attendance.
Timing: At the close of each quarter, year 1year 3.

» Improve test scores by 25% by the end of
year 3.
Partners and Resources:

5-step campaign for
improving attendance from
preschool to high school
Priority Project
To improve academic performance, dramatically
reducing absenteeism is a critical first step.
Children must be present at school to learn
the curriculum. Over 39% of Lincoln-Gavin
Elementary School and Bloom High School
students are chronic absentees, defined as
students missing at least 10% of the school
days within an academic year. This chronic level
of absenteeism is more than double the state
average of 17.5%.
Reducing absenteeism is a simple, cost-effective,
but often overlooked strategy for improving
academic performance. In the early years of a
student’s academic life, poor habits are less likely
to be entrenched and easier to improve. When
children are present to learn, we forecast an
improvement in test scores.
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» School District 170
» School District 206
» Illinois Action for Children
» Catholic Charities for food pantries & meal
delivery
» CEDA for SNAP, WIC and other social
services
» Cook County Public Health
» Bloom Township Food Pantry, Inc.

3»

4»

Monitor attendance and test scores. Use
available data tools to examine attendance
patterns and identify students who are at
risk due to poor attendance. Provide data
on a regular basis to school administrators.
Recognize progress at the family, school
and community level. Compare test scores
and their correlation with attendance.
Create data-sharing agreements with local
school districts that allow for tracking
grades, test scores and attendance for
students living at the Housing Authority’s
family sites and for voucher holders.
Timing: campaign launch - through year 3
coordinated with the mandated test schedule.
Personalize early outreach. Use
attendance monitoring data to trigger early
outreach to families and students who are
missing too many days of school. Such
outreach is essential for identifying barriers
to attendance – hunger, access to health
care, homelessness, transportation or other
challenges – and the supports or resources
that would help improve attendance.
Work with partners to clear these barriers.
Timing: first 45 days and every 45 days
through year 3.

5»

Develop programmatic responses to
barriers. Work with local social service
providers such as the food banks, health
care system and others to overcome
identified barriers. Include after-school and
summer programming staff, making sure
they are equipped to engage in messaging
about the importance of attendance
including helping families know when
school starts. Use summer and after school
programming to reach out to chronically
absent students and connect them to
health and social supports that will improve
attendance during the school year. Ensure
there are regular meetings of all area social
service providers. Timing: first 45 days –
year 3.

Goals and Outcomes:
» Improve academic performance long-term.
» Prepare Choice Neighborhood children for
college and/or our nation’s workforce.
» Act as catalyst for a cultural shift – making
education a serious priority.
» Create a community focused on the longterm success of its children.
» Support families who are focused on the
best outcomes for their children.
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Kindergarten Readiness
Initiative
Priority Project
This project involves an educational campaign for
parents and preschools to help prepare children
for kindergarten.
There are 1,617 children in Chicago Heights
from birth to age five who are low income, 240
of whom live in the Downtown/East Side Choice
Neighborhood. Choice Neighborhood students
spend most of their kindergarten academic year
catching up with the state-wide kindergarten
ready standards. Current Lincoln-Gavin School
kindergarten students on average scored 12% on
the fall kindergarten readiness assessment.
Performance Metrics:
Improve kindergarten readiness average from
12% to 50% in 3 years. In doing so, we will
also raise community awareness about the
importance of early brain development.
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Partners and Resources:
» School District 170
» Illinois Action for Children
» All local preschool and childcare providers
» Achievement Gap Initiative @ Harvard
» Reach Out & Read
» Cook County Public Health
» CEDA for SNAP, WIC and other social
services
» Cook County Public Health, particularly
pediatricians & obstetricians
» Housing Authority of Cook County
Actions Steps and Timing:
» Identify the preschools whose students
score 50% or less on kindergarten
readiness. Work with these preschools to
adjust curriculum to prepare preschoolers
for kindergarten. Create incentives, awards
and recognition to schools who have the
strongest early learning components. Make
preschools aware of current kindergarten
readiness scores. Timing: launch through
year 3.

» Make sure parents are aware of current
kindergarten readiness scores. Help
parents select preschools with most
effective kindergarten readiness programs.
Timing: launch through year 3.
» Work with parents and preschool teachers
to learn about the importance of brain
development. Use Five Basics from the
Harvard Achievement Gap Initiative to
educate teachers and preschool parents
about early brain growth.
» Host a launch party with Dr. Ron Ferguson
from Harvard University’s Achievement
Gap Initiative to discuss why the early years
are so important to children, particularly
children from low-income families. Timing:
launch party in first 3 months & educational
campaign through year 3.
» Host local preschool marketing parties.
Have current students’ parents address
the group about the benefits and safety of
preschool for their own child. Have Head
Start grantees discuss the safety rails that
are in currently in place as well as address
any parent safety concerns. Timing: Month
1 and quarterly through year 3.

» Host registration fairs to help parents with
the application process, in partnership with
preschools that have the best kindergarten
readiness scores, Timing: Month 1 and
quarterly through year 3.
» Because some parents are concerned
with educators coming into their homes,
establish Early Head Start weekly
programming in Sunrise community room.
Timing: launch through year 3.
» Increase awareness in Home Visiting
programs. Research shows that these
programs improve educational outcomes.

Goals and Outcomes:
» Create a community focused on the longterm success of its children.
» Encourage parents to focus on the best
outcomes for their children.
» Improve school performance long-term.
» Improves preschool quality.
» Build a strong neurological and educational
foundation for the neighborhood’s
youngest children.

PARTNER HIGHLIGHT:
ILLINOIS ACTION FOR
CHILDREN
Illinois Action for Children (IAFC) is a state and
national leader in the early care and education
community. Chicago Heights is fortunate to
have IAFC providing its services to children
throughout the community at its state of the art
building located at Prairie State College.
IAFC’s outreach and work with low-income,
hard-to-reach families, has led it to ensure
that early care and education, and other
opportunities, are accessible to the children
most in need. Since 1969, IAFC has worked to
create systems of early care and education that
help strengthen families and communities.
IAFC’s Head Start and Early Head Start
programs build upon innovative direct service
early education programs – most notably, its
Community Connections Preschool model.
This program links home-based child care
providers with center-based Preschool for All
classroom experiences for 3- and 4-year-olds.
Additionally, its Early Head Start program for
parents of children birth to 3 years old offers
enrollment opportunities for pregnant women.
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INVESTMENT IN YOUTH STRATEGY:
Build on existing programs for youth and new
program ideas to fill service gaps and ensure that
all neighborhood youth have the tools needed
to succeed academically and grow into selfsufficient adults.

Partners and Resources:
» School District 170
» School District 206
» Chicago Heights Park District
» Jones Center
» Prairie State College
» Illinois Action for Children

“Summer slide” reduction
project

» Catholic Charities for food pantries

This effort is designed to ensure that students
are academically ready to begin the next school
year. A coordinated approach will be used
to ensure that summer camp programming
includes fun, educational components in addition
to more traditional programming. The Chicago
Heights Park District and the Jones Center both
have robust summer programming.

» Housing Authority of Cook County

Performance Metric:
Choice Neighborhood children will reduce the
impact of summer slide from three months
to only three weeks. Having to spend less
time regaining lost academic ground will help
students progress more rapidly and learn more
in each academic year.
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» CEDA for SNAP, WIC and other social
services

Actions Steps and Timing:
» Educate parents about the importance of
academic refreshers during the summer.
Let them know that their children will have
more school success if they take small steps
to remember their prior year lessons.
» Create team competition between grades
regarding summer slide prevention. For
example, provide a pizza party for the
grade that held their learning level most
effectively throughout the summer.
» The Chicago Heights schools will create a
summer curriculum to prevent the summer
slide for students from kindergarten-12th
grade. This curriculum will be distributed
through summer camps at the Jones
Center, the Chicago Heights Park District
and all other summer sports and youth
activities. Chicago Heights teachers will

provide a list of their favorite games and
activities reinforcing topics that need to be
reviewed at each grade level.
» Lincoln-Gavin and Bloom High School will
provide summer workbooks to students
with incentives for completion.
» Each summer youth activity group will
reserve 20 minutes per day to work on
academics. For example, sports teams can
incorporate math skills into competitions.
The Jones Center can incorporate geometry
into softball and kickball games while
preschools could encourage colors and
numbers aligned with different days or the
week, and science experiments on summer
water days. Timing: 20 minutes per day for
the first day of summer activities, with goal of
30 minutes per day by final week of the first
summer. Continue through year 3.
Goals and Outcomes:
» Improve schools and academic outcomes
so students do not waste time at the
beginning of each school year sliding
backwards.
» Prepare children for college and/or the
workforce.
» Make the community more attractive to
new households with children.

Youth training coffee shop
Develop a coffee shop in the Downtown that
provides opportunity youth the chance to learn
and practice work skills in a supported, traumainformed environment. The coffee shop will
teach out-of-school or at-risk youth job skills and
provide mental health services to set them on
the path to self-sufficiency. This initiative would
be modeled after similar successful programs
such as Curt’s Cafe in Evanston Illinois.
Actions Steps and Timing:
The youth training coffee shop is a multiphased vocational training program. It is
designed to promote workforce and educational
achievement, build confidence, and improve life
skills for young people who are homeless/at risk,
experience disabilities, or face other challenges
to mainstream employment. The training
program includes:
» A formal food and beverage training
curriculum that offers youth a vocational
“jump start” experience in a friendly
neighborhood café.
» A 4-week on-the-job experience that
trains youth in all aspects of café service,
customer service, barista skills, and safe
food preparation skills.
» A 4-week concurrent vocational workshop
that assists youth to explore their unique
vocational preferences, deconstruct
barriers to employment or education, and
plan their next step.

» A stipend upon completion, and linkage to
employment opportunities in food service
in throughout the Chicagoland community.
Partners and Resources:
» Jones Center
» Illinois Collaboration on Youth (ICOY)
» City of Chicago Heights

CASE STUDY:

» Bloom High School

CURT’S CAFE, EVANSTON, ILLINOIS

» Prairie State College
» OAI, inc.
Goals and Outcomes:
» Help at-risk youth overcome hurdles to
employment.
» Create a community gathering spot while
providing career opportunities for at-risk
youth.
» Investment in youth.
» Improved educational Outcomes.

Curt’s Cafe is a nonprofit organization based
in Evanston, Illinois. The name stands for
Cultivating Unique Restaurant Training. CURT’s
provides hands-on training and life-skills
coaching to young people who might easily
become caught up in the criminal justice system.
Targeting those between the ages of 15 and 24,
trainees start out washing dishes then learn how
to use the register, take and fulfill orders and
make coffee drinks and smoothies. They then
move on to food preparation while completing a
food handlers’ sanitation course.
Emotional support and life skills opportunities
are woven through the day, including a one-onone counseling meeting with a social worker, art
therapy and meditation. There are group classes
on topics that include anger management,
financial literacy, table etiquette and book clubs.
Police come in and teach students about their
rights, and judges come in and speak on other
topics.
Source: https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/highland-park/ct-hpncurts-cafe-highland-park-tl-0808-20190805-qc3rx3j3hbbihfz6s26jieuy7qstory.html
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WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT & SELF-SUFFICIENCY
OVERVIEW & CONTEXT

What Our Residents Have Told Us

Assets to Build On

Priority Outcomes

Residents told us that there is a need for job
workforce centers, apprenticeship initiatives
and access to job opportunities. Residents also
expressed their belief that nearby companies did
not have jobs that matched their job skills and/or
employment expectations.

Helping public housing residents gain the skills
needed to succeed in the work place is a Housing
Authority priority. Prairie State College is a strong
and committed partner that provides a broad
range of workforce training and career certificate
programs. Six bus routes provide regional access
from the Downtown Pace bus terminal, making
accessing jobs for people without cars possible.

» Households are economically stable and
self-sufficient.
» Residents can easily access jobs,
commercial services and other community
amenities.

Framing the Challenge
Many Downtown/East Side households,
especially public housing residents, lack the
job skills and training needed to succeed in
living wage jobs. There is an identified need
to better connect unemployed and underemployed residents to job workforce centers,
apprenticeship initiatives (jobs with training) and
job opportunities. Residents seem to be unaware
of the range of currently available resources. Job
seekers routinely state that nearby industries do
not have jobs suitable for them. Consequently,
initiatives that empower workers to learn
new skills and potentially contribute to local
industries will be integral to the future of the
community.
Unlike many economically challenged
communities, the Downtown/East Side has a
significant industrial employment base and is
blessed with excellent public transportation.
The neighborhood is home to a large Pace bus
terminal and is a short ride to nearby regional
Metra lines. Despite this, residents often struggle
with understanding how to effectively use
transportation amenities for their own benefit.
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The resident needs assessment survey
explored a range of workforce development
and employment issues. A substantial (42%)
percentage of Sunrise/Mackler/Bergen
respondents indicated that they were not
working for pay, compared with 16% of
neighborhood survey households. 34% of
neighborhood survey households reported
working more than 35 hours per week,
compared with 16% of Sunrise/Mackler/Bergen
survey households.
A significant percentage of the survey
households indicated that there were adults
in the household who were unemployed. The
most common reasons why were that they
are disabled, are caring for young children or
another family member, are retired/senior
citizen, or don’t have transportation to get
to available jobs. Just under half of survey
respondents indicated that they or other adults
in their household would be interested in job
skills training. When asked what services would
be most helpful, the top choices included
1) training in high-demand career fields, 2)
job placement services, 3) basic computer
skill training, 4) GED classes, and 5) on-the-job
training programs.

Measuring Progress
As we implement these strategies, progress can
be tracked by metrics that include the number of
residents transitioning out of public housing, the
number of public housing residents employed,
and the number of public housing residents
enrolled in higher education or career certificate
programs.

WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT
STRATEGY:
Coordinate efforts to improve the skills of the
local workforce in order to meet the needs of
current and future Chicago Heights employers
and improve employment opportunities for
residents.

Workforce development
initiative
Prairie State College has a wide range of career
certification programs that align with the needs
of Chicago Heights’ area employers, but these
employers are not always aware of the training
available. Similarly, residents tell us that they are
unaware of the training opportunities available
or that these classes are usually free to them.
Completing these programs would increase job
opportunities and lead to higher-paying jobs.
Partners and Resources:

Actions Steps and Timing:
» Organize Workforce Wednesday events to
include testimonials from those who have
changed their lives through career training
at Prairie State College and presentations
by local businesses to talk about hiring
needs (i.e. If you get this certification, we
can hire you and pay you more than you
are making now).
» Recruit Resident Advisors host Workforce
Wednesday evening events and lead group
outings providing transportation to Prairie
State College. These events would be
designed to encourage residents to learn
about free career certificate training in high
demand careers such as commercial drivers
license, logistics and healthcare
» Support Resident Advisors as they work
with target housing residents to fill out
the Prairie State enrollment forms and
secure the necessary documents; educate
Housing Authority tenants about the impact
of income growth on their current rent
payment.

» Prairie State College
» Housing Authority of Cook County
» National Able
» Local businesses
» Private foundations
» Chicago Cook Workforce Partnership

Goals and Outcomes:
» Collaborations use area resources more
effectively.
» Rally residents to help each other and their
shared community.
» Improve the economic outcomes for
residents and area businesses.

PARTNER HIGHLIGHT:
CHICAGO COOK
WORKFORCE PARTNERSHIP
Chicago Cook Workforce Partnership (CCWP)
is an umbrella organization operating the
public workforce system in Cook County. CCWP
combines federal and philanthropic resources
to broaden the reach and impact of workforce
development services for both employers and
job seekers. As the largest non-profit workforce
development system in the nation, CCWP has
helped more than 60,000 individuals gain
employment, collaborated with more than
2,000 employers, and administered more than
$300 million in federal and philanthropic funds.
CCWP’s network of more than 50 communitybased organizations, 10 American Job Centers,
and sector-driven workforce centers serves 132
municipalities.
One of these American job Centers is located in
Chicago Heights at Prairie State College. Run by
National Able!, the Chicago Heights location has
programs designed to assist job seekers from all
backgrounds, including the unemployed, career
changers, military veterans, seniors, and aspiring
IT professionals. The goal of the facility is to
connect individuals to fulfilling careers; enhance
career training through literacy training, GEDs,
career coaching and much more.
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Business - Prairie State
College roundtable lunch
and conference
Employers tell us that they often have no
applicants from Chicago Heights and are not
aware of the training classes available at Prairie
State College. Prairie State has myriad career
certification programs that align with the needs
of Chicago Heights employers, but these two
groups need to be better aligned to create a
neighborhood of choice.
Partners and Resources:
» City of Chicago Heights
» Bloom High School
» Prairie State College
» OAI, inc.
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Actions Steps and Timing:
» Host a launching roundtable lunch &
conference to merge employer & employee
needs using the area’s rich career-training
resources at Prairie State College. Bettertrained employees will be able to earn
higher wages. Timing: 20 participants in the
2nd quarter of year 1.
» Repeat the Roundtable gathering and
events one time per quarter to celebrate
successes and implement new ideas.
Goals and Outcomes:
» Better connect local businesses to Prairie
State resources and career certification
graduates.
» Create new career opportunities for
Downtown/East Side residents.

PARTNER HIGHLIGHT:
PRAIRIE STATE COLLEGE
Prairie State College (PSC) is a two-year
community college offering associate degrees,
technical and career certifications and adult,
corporate and continuing education. Prairie State
College offers degrees and certificates in more
than 100 fields of study, providing the training
needed for a good paying career. Prairie State
is one of the 39 community college districts
in Illinois and was the first Illinois community
college to guarantee all credits will transfer to
other Illinois colleges and universities.
Prairie State offers students in the Chicago
Heights community the best of both worlds:
the small school advantage combined with
affordable tuition. Students can complete their
first two years of college at PSC and transfer to
a four-year college or university as a junior to
complete their bachelor’s degree. By starting at
Prairie State College, students save thousands
on tuition while obtaining an excellent education
from dedicated faculty who want to be in the
classroom.

Grow local teacher talent
pool
Illinois has a shortage of schoolteachers and
Downtown/East Side residents who are looking
for a fulfilling career path could benefit. There
are two scholarship programs available to help
reduce the shortage while improving wages and
a family’s standard of living.
Actions Steps and Timing:
Grow Your Own Teachers Illinois (GYO) is a
teacher training program that values diversity,
the wisdom of community and providing the
best possible education for all students. GYO’s
mission is to support community members to
become certified teachers in their neighborhood
schools in order to improve the educational
outcomes for students. GYO was created to
train and retain certified teachers of color
committed to teaching in high needs schools in
the communities where they live.
GYO candidates complete a traditional fouryear college Bachelor’s degree in education.
Candidates who already have a Bachelor’s
degree, complete a master’s in education or take
the additional courses required to earn their
teaching certification. GYO candidates must
satisfy all the state requirements to become
licensed teachers. GYO is not an alternative

certification program. GYO candidates receive
financial, academic, and emotional supports
to assist them in completing their degrees. In
return for the support provided by the program,
graduates commit to teaching at least five
years in a high-needs school or in a high-needs
teaching position.
Recruitment and selection begin at the
community level. Having a demonstrable
commitment to the community is a key
requirement for admission to the program.
Once admitted, candidates are required to
engage in community work, to attend monthly
cohort meetings and participate in leadership,
organizing and advocacy trainings. The goal is
for GYO candidates to become teachers who are
leaders inside and outside the classroom.

Goals and Outcomes:
» Improved educational opportunities.
» Households are economically stable and
self-sufficient.
» Provide qualified teachers to satisfy
demand.
» Reduce teacher turnover.
» Improve the educational standards of
teachers working in Chicago Heights
schools.
» Increase career pathways for CN residents.

Illinois Governor J.B. Pritzker recently announced
a $3M Gateways Scholarship Program, an
individual-based scholarship opportunity
for practitioners working in early care and
education. The program provides financial
assistance for early childhood education and
child development (ECE/CD) coursework and
degrees offered through participating colleges
and universities, dependent on available funding.
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SELF-SUFFICIENCY STRATEGY:
Engage residents through information campaigns
and programs so that they are aware of the
resources available as they work to improve their
lives.

Partners and Resources:
» Metropolitan Family Services
» Illinois Action for Children
» Chicago Heights Public Library
» Illinois Department of Human Services’
childcare programs
» Illinois Student Assistance Commission

EnVision Center
Priority Project

» Forest Preserves of Cook County

HUD’s EnVision Centers initiative is designed to
support the delivery of integrated services from
philanthropic organizations, private industry and
all levels of government in order to increase the
opportunity for low-income families to achieve
self-sufficiency. The mission of the initiative
is to provide communities with centralized
hubs for support in the areas of 1) economic
empowerment, 2) educational advancement,
3) health and wellness, and 4) character and
leadership.

» Cook County Health & Hospital Systems

Performance Metrics:

» HUD, Self-help Homeownership
Opportunity Program (SHOP)

» December 2020 EnVision Center Grand
Opening
» Public housing resident enrollment in
available certified training programs
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» National Able
» Homewood-Flossmoor High School
(tutoring program)
» YMCA of Metro Chicago’s Youth Safety and
Violence Prevention initiative (YSVP)
» Big Brothers Big Sisters of America
» US Forest Service, Youth Conservation
Corps (YCC)
» HUD/HUBZone

» US Department of Labor, Youth Build Job
training
» US Department of Labor, Senior
Community Service Employment Program
(SCSEP)

Action Steps and Timing:
The EnVision Center will be located at the
Housing Authority’s Golden Towers campus.
Two of the towers have recently been renovated
and include computer rooms, fitness facilities
and training rooms. These community spaces
will serve as the temporary EnVision Center. A
third building at Golden Towers is undergoing
renovation and will house EnVision Center
programming as well as housing specialists and
program directors. This building will be the hub
of all EnVision activities. The EnVision Center
will accommodate career training classes, GED
classes, health and fitness seminars, mentoring
meetings, tutoring services and more - all of
which will empower Housing Authority tenants
and other eligible residents to progress in
each of EnVision’s four pillars: 1) economic
empowerment, 2) educational advancement
3) health and wellness, and 4) character and
leadership. Additional EnVision classes will be
held at the Housing Authority’s South Suburban
family sites to ensure that those without
transportation can participate. These classes
and meetings will occur daily when the EnVision
Center opens. After the first quarter, the Housing
Authority will assess which services are most
in demand, how more people can be reached,
which services are missing from the playbook,
and how to provide the additional services that
are needed.

This website will complement the EnVision
Center, tying together the efforts at the Housing
Authority’s family site satellite offices and the
Golden Towers campus. Dividing life into
three phases - early childhood, school years,
and adult- the housing authority will provide a
comprehensive guide to resources related.
» Economic Empowerment: career training,
Section 3 and apprenticeship opportunities,
financial management, Family SelfSufficiency, and summer jobs.

Goals and Outcomes:
» Households are economically stable and
self-sufficient.
» Neighborhood-based self-sufficiency
resources are used.
» Health care access is improved.
» Residents can easily access jobs.

» Educational Advancement: educational
videos to stimulate baby brain development
and other parenting tips, Head Start
locator link, college scholarship and FAFSA
application information.
» Health and Wellness: immunization
schedules with live updates from the Center
for Disease Control, detailed information
about public health clinics, and mental
health resources.
» Character and Leadership: Resources can
be found throughout beWELL including
afterschool programs, summer camps,
summer jobs, career training, the Family
Self-Sufficiency program, financial
management, and inspirational videos of
successful clients.

The EnVision Center mission aligns perfectly
with the Housing Authority’s recently launched
website www.bewell.thehacc.org/
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Self-sufficiency programming
This project builds on the programs currently
offered by a wide variety of service providers and
would include money management workshops,
events designed to improve access to health care
(insurance, provider options, transportation) and
connecting residents to low-cost or free targeted
employment training programs.

In the Family Self Sufficiency (FSS) program
for Housing Authority of Cook County, clients
create a 5-year plan to self- sufficiency.
Program elements include:
» Rental increases due to increased income
are saved for clients in an escrow account
until graduation
» Case management
» Employment counseling

CEDA and the Housing Authority of Cook County
have effective programs for self-sufficiency that
could be beneficial to Choice Neighborhood
families. Successful graduates of these programs
will be encouraged to store the personal benefits
they have enjoyed through these programs.
CEDA’s, Family Support and Community
Engagement (FSACE) team provide case
management that helps stabilize and support
Suburban Cook County families and individuals
on a path to self-sufficiency through a range of
services including:
» Health & Nutrition: Vision and Dental Care
and Family Nutrition Program
» Employment Services: job skills
enhancements
» Rental Services: household budgeting and
financial assistance
» Education: scholarships for post-secondary
education
» Transportation: auto repair and public
transportation vouchers
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» Transportation assistance
» Educational counseling
» Job and computer training
» Referrals for child care assistance
» Substance/alcohol abuse treatment or
counseling
» Household skill training
» Homeownership counseling
» Credit counseling and credit repair
Partners: and Resources
» Housing Authority of Cook County, Family
Self-Sufficiency team
» CEDA, Family Support and Community
Engagement (FSACE) team
» Jones Center
» Prairie State College
» National Able

Goals and Outcomes:
» One family in targeted housing to achieve
self-sufficiency within five years.
» Two families in the Downtown/East Side,
but not in targeted housing, achieve selfsufficiency within five years.

Public transit awareness
campaign
Work with Pace and service providers to add
public transportation routes to all marketing
materials so that residents can find inexpensive
transportation options.
Actions Steps and Timing:

Partners and Resources:
» Pace
» City of Chicago Heights
Goals and Outcomes:
» Transportation assets improve mobility.
» Broaden the geographic boundaries for
resident job searches.

» Promote the availability of existing
public transportation options that allow
residents to get anywhere in the region
to access jobs, school, shopping/health
care and meet other family needs. For
example, Downtown/East Side residents
can commute to Chicago’s central business
district in 1 hour and 18 minutes using one
bus one train.
» Create a text hotline for residents to
request revised or new PACE routes to
improve access to social service providers
and job opportunities.
» Provide transportation education at all
workforce training and school locations.
» Increase awareness of the Google maps
public transportation feature as well as
other transportation smart phone apps.
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HEALTH
OVERVIEW & CONTEXT

What Our Residents Have Told Us

Priority Outcomes

Most participants in the resident needs
assessment survey rated their health as
good or excellent. About a quarter of survey
respondents indicated that they went to Aunt
Martha’s (a Federally-qualified health center)
for care. A private doctor in either Chicago
Heights of another community was listed by
31% of target housing and 40% of neighborhood
survey households. A hospital emergency room
or calling 911 was identified by 4% of target
housing and 7% of neighborhood households
as the primary way to access health care. A
strong majority of survey participants reported
that all household members had seen a doctor
in the past year for a physical exam/checkup.
Slightly lower, but still strong majorities of survey
households reported seeing a dentist in the past
12 months for preventive dental care.

» Children, youth, and adults are physically
and mentally healthy.
» Access to health care is improved by
reducing social inequities in income, wealth,
power and status and taking a “health in all
policies” approach.

Framing the Challenge
Good health is an important contributing factor
to the ability to get and maintain employment
or be successful in school. There are several
facets to health including chronic illness, mental
health, fitness levels, and a healthy diet. These
are influenced by the presence or lack of access
to medical services, safe places for activity
and recreation, and availability of affordable
nutritious food.
The closure of St. James Hospital in Chicago
Heights was a major loss for the community.
Residents now must travel farther for emergency
services and Chicago Heights lost a major
employer.

Most survey respondents reported that no
members of the household had difficulty
accessing health care services. Where access to
health care was an issue, adult women were the
most likely to be affected; children under age 18
were the least likely. The top three chronic health
conditions reported by each survey group are
high blood pressure, asthma and diabetes.
During the past two years, difficulty in obtaining
vision services or prescriptions due to cost was
reported by 21% of target housing and 25% of
neighborhood residents; 19% of target housing
and 18% of neighborhood survey households
reported that they or people they knew needed
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mental health services, but did not get them due
to cost of availability; and 10% of target housing
and 18% of neighborhood survey respondents
reported that they or people they knew could
not access needed substance abuse counseling/
treatment because of cost or availability.
When asked what would make them more likely
to exercise, having a gym in the neighborhood
or “a walking/running path near my home” were
top survey response choices. However, 12%
of target housing and 18% of neighborhood
survey participants indicated that nothing would
encourage more exercise. Several respondents
identified improved neighborhood safety as a
factor that might make it more likely that they
would exercise.
Neighborhood resident survey respondents
were less likely to be affected by food insecurity,
with 29% of survey households reporting that
they had enough money for food every month,
compared with 22% of Sunrise/Mackler/Bergen
target housing survey respondents; 25% of
target housing respondents reported that they
lacked enough money for food almost every
month, with another 33% reporting that this
was an issue in some months, but not every
month. In contrast, 11% of neighborhood survey
households reported that they lacked money for
food almost every month; another 25% lacked
enough money for food in some months, but not
every month.

Assets to Build On
Although St. James Hospital has closed, there
are still a number of medical service providers
and social service providers based in Downtown
Chicago Heights. In addition to a full service
grocery store, located on Chicago Road
immediately south of Downtown, there are
several food pantry locations in the Downtown/
East Side Choice Neighborhood that partner with
the Greater Chicago Food Depository.

Measuring Progress
As we implement our strategies our progress
can be tracked by metrics such as the number
of neighborhood medical care facilities available
to serve neighborhood residents, number of
available and affordable recreational facilities,
percentage of residents with health insurance
and options for accessing affordable, nutritious
food.
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HEALTH STRATEGY:
Insure continued access to health care services,
facilities to promote healthy lifestyles, and
affordable, nutritious food to address food
insecurity challenges.

Healthy Lifestyle Campaign
Priority Project
Work with residents to encourage diet and
exercise that prevent chronic illnesses common
in the community such as diabetes and high
blood pressure. The Healthy Lifestyle Campaign
will be accomplished through a multi-pronged
approach that addresses making nutritious food
choices and engaging in physical activity.
Partners and Resources:
» University of Illinois Extension: Nutrition
Education Programs
» Common Threads
» Chicago Food Depository
» The Jones Center
» Catholic Charities
» Chicago Heights Park District
» Cook County Public Health & Hospitals
» Illinois Public Health Institute
» Housing Authority of Cook County
» City of Chicago Heights
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Action Steps and Timing:
» Promote healthy eating with Common
Threads and Illinois Extension nutrition
educational programming in the Sunrise
Community Room and at the Jones Center.
• Family cooking classes led by
Common Threads
• Chef-guided tour of a local
grocery store with focus on how
to economically buy healthy foods
organized by Common Threads
» Marketing campaign and field trips to make
residents aware of food pantry locations
including:
• Food pantry across from Prairie State
College
• Weekly at the Jones Center
• Regularly at Respond Now
• Local farmers’ markets during the
spring and summer months that
allow the use of SNAP, and doubling a
shopper’s SNAP dollars when buying
fruits and vegetables
» Work with the Illinois Public Health Institute
and CDC guidelines to encourage good
nutrition with organizations such as the
Jones Center, Chicago Park District and
Prairie State College.

» Fitness and exercise campaign coordinated
with the grand opening of the new park
across from the Lincoln-Gavin School.
• Have high school and grade school
physical education teachers regularly
lead families in active games during
summer and fall weekends.
• Work with community organizations
and schools to increase awareness
of the need for physical activity using
guidelines from Illinois Public Health
Institute and the CDC.
Goals and Outcomes:
» Children, youth, and adults are physically
and mentally healthy.
» Food security is the norm.
» Neighborhood based services and
amenities are used.

Urgent/emergency care
center
This effort involves working to recruit an urgent
care center or similar facility to fill the service
gaps caused by the closure of St. James Hospital
so that emergency services/immediate care
is easily accessible to Downtown/East Side
residents.
Goals and Outcomes:
» Children, youth, and adults are physically
and mentally healthy.
» Health care access is improved.

Mobile grocery store
This project involves developing a way to
regularly bring produce and other nutritious
food options to neighborhood sites to address
food insecurity. There are a number of models in
use throughout the country that will be explored
to determine the best fit for the Downtown/East
Side Choice Neighborhood.
Goals and Outcomes:
» Children, youth, and adults are physically
and mentally healthy.
» Food security is the norm.

CASE STUDY:
ROLLIN’ GROCER, KANSAS CITY, MO
Rollin’ Grocer is a Kansas City-based organization
that supplies fresh food to under-privileged “food
desert” communities in Kansas City.
Founded in 2016, Rollin’ Grocer currently has
20 employees and operates a 250 square-foot
vehicle that makes stops at various food deserts
throughout the metro area, selling fresh and
affordable food a short walking distance from
those who need it. Rollin’ Grocer currently carries
over 760 food products and serves up to 100
customers per day.
Rollin’ Grocer makes stops in multiple
neighborhoods. In addition to low-income
neighborhoods, the truck frequents retirement
communities located in the urban core,
university areas where students don’t have

a grocery store within walking distance and
churches, so that members can pick up groceries
after attending services.
Rollin’ Grocer is able to accept all major credit
cards, cash, and EBT, which allows them to serve
individuals from all income levels.
Rollin’ Grocer is currently expanding and hopes
to add as many trucks as is needed to give the
food insecure populations in Kansas City access
to the healthy food they need to thrive.
“We are interested in having the type of store
that people choose to shop at—not because they
have to, but because they actually want to.”
Source: https://www.startlandnews.com/2017/05/bringing-grub-kc-fooddeserts-rollin-grocer-expand-impact-contest-win/
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/gvkk9m/this-mobile-grocery-storewants-to-eliminate-food-deserts-in-kansas-city
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IMPLEMENTATION
After a collaborative and inclusive Choice
Neighborhoods planning process, the City of
Chicago Heights and the Housing Authority of
Cook will continue to lead the implementation
of the priority project initiatives, relying on
identified partners where appropriate. Some
of initial projects will be driven solely by the
Housing Authority as those projects focus
primarily on enhancing target housing properties
through renovation and beautification. Other
priority projects will involve the expansion of
key partner services to meet the needs of the
residents, as has been identified throughout the
planning process.
The City and Housing Authority successfully
engaged with residents and community
partners to address issues identified through
the resident needs assessment survey and have
implemented early action activities that brought
the community together and provided noticeable
enhancements in the Downtown/East Side
Choice Neighborhood. We are committed to
continuing our efforts to address resident needs
and ensure that resident voices and being heard,
not only during the implementation phases but
beyond.

The Housing Authority will act as the People
Lead to ensure that Sunrise/Bergen/Mackler
residents fully benefit from the strategies
outlined to improve health, economic, selfsufficiency and educational successes. The City
is the Neighborhood Lead and will continue to
enhance public safety and improve the physical
environment in the Downtown/East Side.
The Housing Authority will lead implementation
of the Housing Plan and leverage its experience
as implementation begins to focus on providing
affordable housing in the form of mixed-finance
and mixed-income single- and multi-family
developments, including new construction and
rehabilitation. The Housing Authority will bring
in other key partners where appropriate and
necessary.
Although the City and the Housing Authority
will lead the implementation effort, the Choice
Neighborhood Plan requires the long-term
commitment of a variety of partners, including
organizations who were active participants in the
planning process as well as additional partners
who were engaged as strategies to address
identified issues were crafted.

Responsibility for overseeing implementation will
remain a joint effort, with the Housing Authority
taking the primary responsibility for certain
elements, particularly as it relates to the target
residents (e.g. housing). The Housing Authority
will also be responsible for convening regular
meetings of the implementation team, which
includes all resident meetings. The City will
take the lead on all community-wide meetings.
The City and Housing Authority will share
responsibility for holding both partners and
team members accountable; including resolving
any conflicts that may arise during the various
phases.
The overall governance structure during the
Implementation phases will be consistent
with that of the planning process, as it led to a
successful outcome. Of course where necessary
and appropriate some fine-tuning can be
expected.
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PRIORITY PROJECTS - THE FIRST 5 YEARS
The community’s revitalization program presented in the Plan
was developed by and for the residents of the Downtown/East
Side Choice Neighborhood. It is designed to be flexible in its
implementation; therefore, changes in timing and/or project
direction may differ from what has been proposed in the
Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood Plan. As conditions
change and new opportunities arise, the project list can expand or
be adjusted, as needed to address identified or emerging challenges.
The overall program is ambitious and will require many years to fully
realize. However, each element of our Plan includes several priority
projects that can be implemented over the next five years. Some
projects are fully funded. Planning partners are actively pursuing
funding for others. In all, approximately $30 million in housing and
community facility investments are in the works.

NEIGHBORHOOD
Veterans housing project
Develop 80-plus units of supportive veteran’s housing on a portion
of the former St. James Hospital site. Implementation status:
$22-$25 million in funding is being secured through Illinois Housing
Development Authority tax credits and other sources Target
completion: 2025

Lincoln-Gavin park development
Create a new recreational space on available land next to LincolnGavin School for children and the broader community to enjoy.
Implementation status: $750,000 investment; site assembly is in
progress and partial funding has been secured to allow the initial
phase of construction to begin. Target completion: 2023

Community Center development
Develop a Community/Early Childhood Center focused on providing
innovative early education, after school programing, self-sufficiency,
workforce development and senior services to a diverse population
of Chicago Heights residents, including target housing residents.
Implementation status: Construction of this facility will cost an
estimated $3 million and will be coordinated with the initial phase of
new mixed-income housing development. Target completion: 2025

Housing Authority Central Management Office
relocation
Relocate the Housing Authority’s Central Management Office to
the Downtown/East Side Choice Neighborhood to better serve
South Suburban Cook County and expand the Chicago Heights
employment base. Implementation status: fully funded $2 million
investment. Target completion: 2025
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Sunrise/Bergen Improvements

5-step campaign for improving school attendance

Improvements include the renovation of the Sunrise and Bergen
properties, except for the Sunrise units near Mackler Homes, north
of 12th Street. Implementation status: $1.5 million, fully funded
Housing Authority improvement project; Target completion: Fall
2020

Dramatically reducing absenteeism is the critical first step to
improving academic performance. This initiative involves engaging
students and parents, personalizing early outreach and developing
programmatic responses to educational barriers. The goal is to cut
chronic absenteeism at least in half and to improve test scores by
25% in year three.

Mixed-Income housing development
Development of approximately 80 units of mixed-income housing
to provide units for relocated Mackler/Sunrise tenants and other
households. Implementation status: Potential development sites
south of Lincoln Highway have been identified, but funding has not
yet been secured.

Mackler/Sunrise demolition
Tenants living in the Mackler Homes and Sunrise units located
north of 12th Street must be relocated before demolition can occur.
The Housing Authority may be able to begin the tenant relocation
process prior to the development of the planned new mixed-income
housing through the use of housing choice vouchers and other
housing options. This would provide these residents with a living
environment that is less isolated than their current situation, but
would not change the overall revitalization program.

Kindergarten readiness initiative
Improve the kindergarten readiness average from 12% to
50% in 3 years through an educational campaign focused on
parents and local preschools.

EnVision Center development
Open a HUD-approved EnVision Center on the Housing Authority’s
Golden Towers campus by December, 2020. This facility will serve
as a one-stop hub to help residents move toward self-sufficiency
under EnVision’s four pillars: 1) economic empowerment, 2)
educational advancement, 3) health and wellness, and 4) character
and leadership.

Healthy Lifestyle Campaign
Work with residents to encourage diet and exercise that prevent
chronic illnesses common in the community such as diabetes and
high blood pressure through a variety of interactive events and
activities.
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