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What new housing might look like

In Washington Park, new housing can look many different ways. It might be a fully 
rehabbed apartment or condo building (top left), a newly built three-flat on a vacant lot 
(top right), a single-family home (bottom left), or a large new-construction apartment 
building, like the KLEO Art Residences (bottom right). 
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Community Infrastructure: Actions

Washington Park residents have identified a need to improve community infrastructure, 
such as sidewalk and street repairs, pedestrian amenities, tree planting, alley resurfacing, 
and street lighting. Infrastructure is key to economic development because it changes 
the appearance of a neighborhood, can make it seem safer, and invites people to 
move about more visibly. Some types of infrastructure improvements also help “brand” 
a neighborhood, like gateways and banners announcing the neighborhood’s name, 
public art installations, decorative bike racks, and permanent historical markers or 
community information signs. For Washington Park, infrastructure improvements ranging 
from basic repairs to branding can have an impact on neighborhood pride and identity, 
and they can attract people into the neighborhood. 

Many infrastructure repairs, including ones that help brand a neighborhood, are paid 
for by aldermanic “menu” funds. Each ward receives $1.5 million from the City of 
Chicago to pay for various repairs. Another source of infrastructure funding can be 
the Washington Park Tax Increment Financing (TIF) district, funded by residential and 
commercial property taxes. From 2021 to 2022, taxes paid into Washington Park’s TIF 
increased by 50%, bringing the total 2022 balance to approximately $7 million: a sign 
that development is happening. TIF funds are usually accessed by developers and 
community organizations to improve infrastructure near projects or offset project costs. 

Leverage planned improvements And amenities on Garfield Boulevard.
The Chicago Department of Transportation’s program Vision Zero South Side has 
proposed improving infrastructure on Garfield Boulevard to slow traffic. Improvements 
like new curb corners and bike lanes slow traffic for everyone on the street, which makes 
pedestrians safer. When pedestrians feel safe, a street can become more vibrant, with 
people of all ages walking through the neighborhood and lingering. This can appeal to 
new businesses, which will want to capture traffic in the area. 

Activate the Garfield median.
The median running through Garfield Boulevard provides nearly a mile of green 
space. As pedestrians feel safer, the neighborhood can turn to the median and activate 
that space, which will serve to further slow traffic and create interest. Infrastructure 
improvements might include new crosswalks and curbs, walking paths, community 
gardens and trees, benches, and lighting. An active median can attract microbusinesses 
and vendors, too, further driving the local economy.

Lobby for neighborhood “Gateways” to be included in infrastructure spending. 
Many residents have expressed interest in “gateways”—signage, banners, or art—that 
lets people know they’re in Washington Park. Gateways help nonresidents know about 
a neighborhood, and they are a great way to showcase neighborhood pride. Gateways 
are typically considered part of infrastructure spending, so residents can organize 
to lobby aldermanic offices, developers, and other officials and City departments to 
include neighborhood gateways as part of improvements. Consider holding a design 
contest or asking local artists to share their design ideas.
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Activate Community Participation in 
decision making.
Residents and community groups can organize 
to participate vigorously in ward and City 
infrastructure decisions. They can encourage 
officials to welcome advisory committees to 
weigh in on pressing issues and repairs, such 
as youth advisory or streetscape committees. 
In some City wards, residents vote on how to 
spend the aldermanic menu money. This can look 
many ways, but participatory budgeting is most 
common. In this, residents come up with ideas, 
hold a community vote, and spend menu money 
on winning projects (see resources panel at right).

Consider ways to make the neighborhood’s 
history More visible.
Washington Park has many points of historical 
and cultural interest—in the park and across 
the neighborhood. Neighbors can create an 
accompanied or self-led walk or tour (see page 
21) of these sites to appeal to residents and to 
neighborhood newcomers or explorers. Sites 
can be marked with banners—like photos printed 
on fabric that tell neighborhood stories—or can 
be permanent signs that provide context, maps, 
and photos. Community businesses can benefit 
from people stopping in during or after a walk. 
Permanent markers can fall within aldermanic 
menu money expenses, and community 
organizations and local businesses might 
sponsor temporary ones. Residents can also seek 
assistance from the city’s Historic Preservation 
Division.

311
A website for reporting service 
requests to the City of Chicago, 
including infrastructure repairs, 
building problems, requests to 
plant trees, and more. Requests 
can also be phoned in by dialing 
311.

Chicago Complete Streets
A citywide initiative, including 
Vision Zero South Side, to 
engage residents to help plan 
for infrastructure improvements 
that make streets safe for 
everyone. Page visitors can learn 
about upcoming events, submit 
feedback, and request that safety 
ambassadors give presentations 
in the neighborhood, such as to 
seniors, pedestrians, or schools.

Participatory Budgeting 
Chicago
Supports aldermanic offices 
and Chicago Public Schools in 
projects that invite residents to 
participate in budget decisions 
by developing project ideas and 
holding community votes. Provides 
resources and information about 
funded projects across the city. 

Seven Tips to Create a Heritage 
Trail 
Tips and ideas from the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation 
on how to determine sites for a 
historical walk or trail.

Chicago Landmarks Database
A City of Chicago database of all 
properties officially considered of 
historic interest. There are about 
75 Washington Park locations on 
the list.

Resources

Historical Marker 
example

In Chicago’s Motor 
Row, historical signs 
stretch from just 
south of Roosevelt 
Road to I-55. They 
include old photos, 
maps, and stories.

https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/dcd/provdrs/hist.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/dcd/provdrs/hist.html
https://311.chicago.gov/s/service-request?language=en_US
https://chicagocompletestreets.org/portfolio/vision-zero-south-side-neighborhood-action-plans/
https://www.participatepbchicago.org/?locale=en
https://www.participatepbchicago.org/?locale=en
https://savingplaces.org/stories/preservation-tips-tools-seven-steps-plan-heritage-trail/#.YulYdfHMKCw
https://savingplaces.org/stories/preservation-tips-tools-seven-steps-plan-heritage-trail/#.YulYdfHMKCw
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This action guide has presented many ideas about how to grow the economy in 
Washington Park. These are just some ways that residents, community organizations, 
and advocates might measure their progress and successes into the future.

Measuring success

Improved health outcomes 
Improved employment outcomes 
Decreased budget burden on households

Household

Number of new business licenses granted 
Number of informal businesses documented (survey)

Number of sidewalks repaired 
Number of aldermanic menu money projects initiated / completed 
Number of aldermanic office visits to neighborhood 

Number of vacant lots sold (or in process) 
Number of building permits applied for 
Number of new apartments / dwelling units added 
Lower than city average percentage change in area rent  
Decrease in rent burden statistics 
Increase in real estate values across categories 

Increase in ridership numbers (so traffic) at Garfield Green Line train and bus routes 
Increased pedestrian count on Garfield Boulevard 

Businesses

Infrastructure and Aldermanic Engagement

Vacant Lots

Transit and Mobility

Number of new park concessions 
Number of residents signed up to participate in Washington Park organizing 
Number of free events open to public held on Garfield Boulevard 
Increase in number of positive and/or neutral local media stories about Washington Park 

Park space and events



33



34 Washington Park Economic Development Plan

Next Steps

Washington Park residents and community advocates have indicated a desire to focus 
intentions and support for new economic development activities on Garfield Boulevard. 
The Arts + Public Life initiative, the L1 business accelerator, the KLEO Art Residences, 
and  the Park Supper Club are all examples of successful economic activity on Garfield 
Boulevard.

The expectation for development to occur on Garfield is that the park and open space, 
and the DuSable museum in Washington Park, already attract many visitors all year long 
for recreation and to events and festivals. But other areas in Washington Park deserve 
attention as well. The 51st Street corridor is seeing many new businesses and is home 
to the Boxville market and gathering place. As nearby neighborhoods like Woodlawn 
and Bronzeville continue to experience growth and development, Washington Park can 
position itself to also benefit across the neighborhood as more people and businesses 
locate nearby and in the area. 

Residents, advocates, and organizations can organize, and stay organized, to make 
sure that development comes to Washington Park in ways that are informed by the 
community and its needs and wishes. New developments in the area are announced 
what seems like every day: the Abrams Intergenerational Village, a Northwestern 
University Hospital outpatient care center nearby in Bronzeville, new housing options 
near 51st Street, the Arts Lawn on Garfield Boulevard, and more. These are all likely to 
have positive effects for Washington Park. The hope of this guide and the actions and 
resources it presents is to help residents and neighborhood advocates continue to 
work toward bringing development to Washington Park. By putting all the people of 
Washington Park first in strengthening the local economy, the entire neighborhood and 
City can benefit.

About This Action Guide
This economic development action guide was contracted and funded by the Regional 
Transportation Authority (RTA) as part of the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning’s 
(CMAP) Garfield Green Line South Action Plan. The action guide was created by Muse 
Community + Design and Rudd Resources. Shantell Jamison provided photos and 
captions for the section “An Insider’s View.” Input and ideas from Washington Park 
residents were essential to the actions found here. The producers of this action guide 
want to acknowledge and thank the creatives whose photographs, murals, arts, and 
likenesses are included here. Without them, the demonstration of Washington Park’s 
beauty would be less vibrant.

 

https://www.rtachicago.org
https://www.rtachicago.org
http://cmap.illinois.gov
https://engage.cmap.illinois.gov/elevated-chicago
http://musecommunitydesign.com
http://musecommunitydesign.com
http://ruddresources.net


35



36 Washington Park Economic Development Plan

Washington Park 
Economic Development 

Action Guide


