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Visit the Near West Side these days and it’s clear that 
local businesses – many of them new – are alive and well. 
Now, after a lengthy hiatus, the Madison-Western 
Chamber of Commerce has been revived with new 
leadership and new energy to help these businesses 
continue to thrive.  
 
“I’ve been down in this area for 28 years, and this is one of 
the most positive things we’ve seen,” said Bill Phillips, 
owner of Elite Truck Rental and a chamber board member. 
He feels encouraged by the new chamber and proud of 
the work it took to get to this point. “It was an issue, getting 
businesses and customers to come down here. It’s a 
whole different area now. The changes are really 
becoming evident.” 
  
The revamped chamber represents a milestone in this 
neighborhood’s revitalization. Under the Near West Side 
Community Development Corporation’s (Near West) 

leadership, a group of developers, planners, property 
managers, retailers and nonprofit partners has been 
cultivating commercial business growth as the Madison 
Retail Redevelopment Initiative (MRRI). Their collaborative 
effort, supported by The Partnership for New Communities, 
spurred a virtual transformation of the local business 
community.  
 
“There is a freshness to a lot of these business owners,” 
says Mike Quinlan, Executive Director of the chamber and 
Program Manager of the MRRI. “With all the obvious 
positive things coming out of the retail initiative, local 
businesses saw a clear need for a chamber to provide 
ongoing support and resources.”   
 
Registered chambers have access to important support and 
resources not available to ad hoc groups or unaffiliated 

businesses. Chief among these is eligibility for funding from the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) that is channeled through cities. Chambers also serve as respected, 
institutionalized advocacy platforms for local businesses.   
 
“Strong business infrastructure provides a solid base for sustained community vitality,” said Maria 
Hibbs, Executive Director of The Partnership. “Businesses supply goods and services to local 
consumers, provide jobs and support community activities from Little League teams to street 
festivals and arts groups.”  
 
An evolution of the MRRI, the resurrected Madison-Western Chamber of Commerce already is 
having an impact. At one of the first meetings, a catering business owner learned about SBIF 
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Photo: The busy intersection of Ogden and 
Ashland Avenues forms an eastern border of 
Near West’s shopping district. 

Photo: Long-time local business 
owner Bill Phillips says Elite Truck 
Rental has benefited from retail 
revitalization efforts in Near West. 
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(Small Business Improvement Funding) grants, which are available through chambers, and 
decided to apply.  

 
“In a lot of neighborhoods, community development corporations (CDCs) 
are very separate entities from chambers, but they’re ultimately part of the 
same circle,” says Quinlan. “So this is a rare case and opportunity where 
the chamber and the CDC are really hand in hand and see the bigger 
picture.” 
 
The first orders of business? Finalizing details of chamber membership and 
working to get new street banners. 
 
“I think we can really be a force in the neighborhood,” says Phillips. “We’re 

on the right track.” �  
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Branding, marketing, messaging, web 
development. These sophisticated strategies 
and tools are becoming a must for nearly 
every organization, but the price tag for such 
services often puts them out of reach for 
smaller nonprofits.  
 
When The Partnership for New 
Communities made a $100,000 grant to the 
Taproot Foundation, it multiplied into an 
estimated $800,000 worth of professional 
consulting services that helped 20 economic 
and workforce development organizations 

increase their 
capacity to more 
effectively deliver 
their mission. 

 
Through Taproot’s model, nonprofits apply 
for competitive “service grants” that bring a 
team of pro bono business professionals to 
complete a specific project for the 
organization. Projects range from the high 
level – brand strategy, key messaging, 
strategic planning – to the concrete, such as 
annual reports, brochures and donor 
databases.  
 
A two-time service grant recipient, the North 
Lawndale Employment Network (NLEN) 
worked with Taproot teams to create new 
brochures. "Taproot provided access to a 

group of talented marketing 
professionals that we traditionally would 
not have had the money to support on our 
own,” said Brenda Palms Barber, NLEN’s 
Executive Director. “Our Taproot brochures 
are of excellent quality and accurately 
promote our brand and services. The most 
recent brochure for [NLEN program] U-Turn 
Permitted helps our clients and referral 
partners understand and self-select into our 
program, while also conveying our 
organizational values of authentic care and 
respect for each individual seeking our 
services.” 
 
Demand for service grants is growing across 
the country – Taproot currently operates in 
six cities having just opened an office in Los 
Angeles – and they are an attractive 
investment for funders.  
 
”Our grantees have expressed a critical 
need for these kinds of services,” said 
Alaina Harkness, Program Officer at The 
Partnership. “And Taproot has made it 
possible for us to engage more of Chicago’s 
private sector leaders in the workforce and 
economic development activities 
surrounding the Plan for Transformation,” 
the Chicago Housing Authority’s sweeping 
effort to remake public housing. �  
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Photo: New commercial tenant JeanWorks sits at the intersection of Madison St. and Western Ave. 
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“I’m going to be an RN.” “I’m going to be a Patient Care Technician.” “I’m going to be a LPN.”  
 
These are among the stated goals of a group of public-housing residents pursuing new careers in 
healthcare. Of the 70 participants at various stages of the Health Care Careers Program offered 
by Central States SER (SER), only a fraction were able to attend a Wednesday morning student 
recognition event earlier this month; the rest were in training or on the job. 
 
“We’re not complaining,” said SER’s Executive Director, Rachel Mcdonald Romo. “That’s a good 
thing!” 
 
Capie Anderson is on her way to becoming a Licensed Practical Nurse (LPN). Currently working 
towards her Patient Care Technician certification, she travels two and a half hours on four buses 

– each way – to get to school. “It’s worth 
it,” she said.  
 
Anderson entered SER’s program 
somewhat ahead of the game, having 
been employed as a Certified Nursing 
Assistant (CNA) since 2006. After being 
laid off from the nursing home where 
she worked, she was excited to learn of 
the SER program and decided to 
become an LPN, a possibility she hadn’t 
previously considered.  
 
Many begin with considerably lower 
skills and less experience than 
Anderson. In fact, the program is 
designed to accommodate reading 
levels beginning at 4th grade, an 
employment barrier that can dampen 

people’s aspirations despite having the desire and potential to be successful in the field.  
 
SER staff says that when they visit public-housing developments to talk to residents about the 
program, many at first feel it’s too good to be true. With support from The Partnership for New 
Communities as part of city-wide workforce development initiative Opportunity Chicago, the 
program is free to all participants.  
 
It is customized to provide the kinds of support and training that SER, along with Opportunity 
Chicago collaborators, has learned are needed to help low-income, low-skilled workers prepare 
for, find and keep good jobs that they enjoy. (In this recent article, writer Megan Cottrell highlights 
Opportunity Chicago as an initiative that is helping low-income individuals not only find jobs, but 
work that is meaningful to them. Cottrell covers housing and public affairs for ChicagoNow in her 
One Story Up blog.) 
 
In addition to working closely with each student to provide needed social support, this means 
getting participants’ literacy and math skills to levels required for their chosen career path. Instead 
of stand-alone classes not tied to a larger goal, they are built into the overall curriculum – a 
“contextualized literacy” approach that has proven to be more effective than stand-alone literacy 
programs. 
 
“It’s a long road, and at times it will be hard,” Romo told students who gathered at the recognition 
event. “But we’re here for you, and we know you can do it.” Indeed, many students already have. 
Several in the group are employed as CNAs and other health care positions, and SER awarded 

Photo: Healthcare Care Careers program participants and 
staff pose at a celebratory student recognition event earlier 
this month. 
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numerous certificates to members of “Club 90” – those who have completed their training, found 
a job and kept it for at least 90 days. 
 
Anderson needs to build up her reading and math abilities before beginning the LPN program this 
fall at Richard J. Daley College. (The City of Colleges of Chicago are an Opportunity Chicago 
partner.) She and her four children receive rental assistance through the Chicago Housing Choice 
Voucher program, but Anderson says that, “once I have my income as an LPN, I can start 
working to own my own home.” �   
 
Photo: Healthcare Care Careers program participants and staff pose at a celebratory student recognition 
event earlier this month. 
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The latest issue of University of Chicago School of Social Service Administration’s 
SSA Magazine takes an in-depth look at the state of the Chicago Housing 
Authority’s mixed-income developments, an underpinning of the Plan for 
Transformation. Ed Finkel’s cover story, “A Community Under Construction,” 
explores the intangibles that may determine the ultimate success of the these 
communities. �     
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Groovin’ on the Grove  – Saturday, Sept. 12 
Gospel on the Grove  – Sunday, Sept. 13 

 
Quad Communities Development Corporation 
(QCDC) hosts this two-day festival in Bronzeville to 
celebrate the community’s revitalization. 
 
Vendor and sponsorship opportunities available ! 
Contact Yvette at 773-268-7232 for details on great 
packages. 
 

 
 
 
Bronzeville Community Market  

Every Saturday from June 6 – Oct. 31, 8:00am – 1:00pm  
4400-4500 S. Cottage Grove Ave., Chicago 

 

Join QCDC and your Chicago neighbors at this vibrant community 
market for good food, music, shopping, family programs and health 
and wellness activities. Rain or shine!               '	�����
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Article Links: 
 
Chamber of Commerce reborn on Near West Side 
�  Elite Truck Rental: http://www.elitetruckrental.com/ 
�  Near West Side CDC: http://www.nearwestsidecdc.org/home.aspx 
�  Madison Retail Revitalization Initiative: http://www.nearwestsidecdc.org/display.aspx?pointer=5189 
 
Investment in “service” brings eight-fold return  
�  Taproot Foundation: http://www.taprootfoundation.org/ 
�  North Lawndale Employment Network: http://www.nlen.org/content/index.php 
 
Career dreams become reality one step at a time 
�  Central States SER: http://www.centralstatesser.org/ 
�  Opportunity Chicago: http://www.opportunitychicago.org/ 
�  Article by Megan Cottrell: http://www.chicagonow.com/blogs/one-story-up/2009/07/sometimes-a-job-

that-you-hate-is-worse-than-no-job-at-all.html#more 
�  One Story Up: http://www.chicagonow.com/blogs/one-story-up 
�  Chicago Now: http://www.chicagonow.com/ 
�  Richard J. Daley College: http://daley.ccc.edu/ 
�  City Colleges of Chicago: http://www.ccc.edu 
 
Success of mixed-income continues under the microsc ope 
�  University  of Chicago School of Social Service Administration: http://www.ssa.uchicago.edu/ 
�  Plan for Transformation: http://www.thecha.org/pages/the_plan_for_transformation/22.php 
�  Article - “A Community Under Construction”: 

http://www.ssa.uchicago.edu/graphics/publications/Chaskin_Research.pdf 
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The Partnership for New Communities  is a fund created by leading civic institutions and businesses to 
support the success of the Chicago Housing Authority's sweeping Plan for Transformation. The Partnership 
raises money and invests it in economic development, community building and employment-related 
initiatives to bring about large-scale improvements to the neighborhoods most affected by public housing 
transformation. 
 
Partnership Update is published regularly by The Partnership for New Communities to provide information 
on our activities that we feel is of interest and value to our network. It may include status updates on the 
CHA's Plan for Transformation, highlights of our grantees' work and relevant research findings.  
�
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The Partnership for New Communities 
111 E Wacker Drive, Suite 1400  |  Chicago, IL  60601 
 
312.616.6680  |  info@thepartnershipfornewcommunities.org 
www.thepartnershipfornewcommunities.org 
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Bank of America  www.bankofamerica.com 
Cabrera Capital Markets, LLC  www.cabreracapital.com 
The Chicago Community Trust  www.cct.org 
ComEd, an Exelon Company  www.comed.com 
The Lloyd A. Fry Foundation  www.fryfoundation.org 
Jack M. and Donna L. Greenberg Philanthropic Fund 
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Harris Bank  www.harrisbank.com 
Hibbs Family Charitable Gift Fund 
The Joyce Foundation  www.joycefdn.org 
Living Cities  www.livingcities.org 
Susan Lloyd 
The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation  www.macfound.org 
McCormick Foundation  www.mccormickfoundation.org 
National Fund for Workforce Solutions  www.nfwsolutions.org 
NOI Strategies  www.noistrategies.com 
Northern Trust  www.northerntrust.com 
Polk Bros Foundation  www.polkbrosfdn.org 
Peoples Gas  www.peoplesenergy.com 
 


