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5th City: Chicago 25 Years
of Community Development

by Neil Vance

visit some community-based de-

velopment projects around the
nation. Although there are regrettably
few—no surprise given the lack of fund-
ing this decade—the successful projects
are truly remarkable. While it is fash-
ionable to say the last twenty-five years
have been fruitless, there are some very
effective community developmentproj-
ects around the nation.

If you visit any major city in the
United States and ask about the success-
ful community development projects in
the city, you will receive a fairly com-
mon list. The alarming thing is that the
list is so short. For example, in Newark,
knowledgeable people will automati-
cally mention the New Communities
projectand LaCasade Don Pedro. These
projects, like most enduring commu-
nity-based development projects, have
relied on the charisma and energy of
their founders, which is hardly surpris-
ing given the arduous nature of the work.
After people in Newark mention these
projects, the list dwindles.

There are similar multi-program
community projects in every major city.
As we enter the next decade, it is impor-
tant to look at the successful projects
and establish the reasons for their suc-
cess, their points of failure and lessons
for the future.

The community project that pro-
vided some of my earliest experiences
in development is called 5th City: Chi-
cago. It began in the 60’s when the Ecu-
menical Institute moved its headquar-
ters from Evanston, Illinois to the West
Side of Chicago.The program began as
aresultof conversations and workshops
between the Institute staff and the com-
munity people. The project began in
earnest with the 1968 riots and the in-
corporation of the 5th City Community
Corporation. Over the years, the Ecu-
menical Institute and its successor cor-
poration, the Institute of Cultural Af-
fairs, assigned staff to work with the
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full-time community staff. The Insti-
tute, with a changing program focus,
moved from the West Side 15 years ago
and several years ago withdrew any
day-to-day relationship with 5th City.

A Visible Difference

5th City is certainly no “Shangrila”
in the ghetto. It is still a disadvantaged
neighborhood. But as you enter it, you
are aware that it is different from the
blightof the surrounding neighborhoods.
Sth City has a preschool which has
operated since the mid-60’s, and all of
the teachers are from the neighborhood.
The current director, Ruth Carter, began
as a teacher’s aide and upon getting a
GED and a teaching certificate, was
chosen as director. 5th City has a shop-
ping center —the first privately funded
new construction in the West Side after
the riots—that is run by local residents.
In spite of chronic problems, the center
has continued to provide necessary
commercial services. Eleven multi-
family apartment buildings were reha-
bilitated with HUD-insured financing
and they too are financially strapped.
Despite the consistent inadequacies of

HUD’s below-market financing, the
buildings remain attractive and reflect
their residents’ pride. Most of the two-
flat and single residence buildings are
now owner-occupied—not the slumlord
properties they used to be.

The 5th City community has its
own identity. Streetsignsread “Sth City”
and a large wrought iron statue of the
“Iron Man” stands in the center of the
shopping mall. The statue serves as a
symbol of the resilience and stamina of
those who would try to rebuild their
community. There is an Auto Center
that provides car washing and service,
and a job training center that equips
young men and women with clerical
skills. All of these programs have expe-
rienced problems but have contirued to
function. Numerous other programs
were started but were terminated due to
lack of interest or funding.

The most striking aspect of 5th City
is its community leadership. All of the
project leaders are neighborhood resi-
dents and many date back to the days of
the project’s conception. Community
corporation offices are in an old union
hall and space is rented to other social
service programs. However, not all of
thecommunity renewal efforts have been
initiated by the community corporation.
The efforts of the community leaders
have attracted collaborators. A new
hospital was built, the bus company
changed an eyesore into an attractive
bus barn and the national Neighborhood
Housing Services hasinstituted abranch
office in the community.

Most importantly, 5th City feels
like a neighborhood. Residents claim
that crime is appreciably less and what
used to be a transient community is now
a vital neighborhood.

Reasons for Success

There are four aspects to the 5th
City approach which account for its
success and are instructive for other
community development efforts. One is
program comprehensiveness. We, the
Institute staff and the community people
were committed to the working hypothe-
sis that piecemeal approaches would
never get at the real issues. We saw that
the new housing would not endure if
there were noteducational, employment,
and commercial opportunities. We also
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saw thatall ages had to be involved; that
it wasn’t sufficient to just educate the
children and neglect the youth or adults
or elders. So we embarked on imple-
menting the 5th City Model, which was
acomprehensive program plan built with
the community in mind.

In retrospect, some of our implem-
entation efforts were comical. I was part
of the team assigned to develop housing
and it took years to get housing rehab
loans and financing for the shopping
center. At the time there weren’t inter-
mediary organizations to provide assis
tance. Now there are willing external

are willing to start programs in disad
vantaged neighborhoods. These pro

unified comprehensive program.

The second thing that accounts for
5th City’s endurance is its local leader-
ship. Rather than “import” college-
educated leadership from outside the
neighborhood fweassumed that the lead-
ership was there. And they were, al-
though they didn’t fit the usual criterion
of a director or administrator. Most of

" the initial leaders hadn’t finished high
school and were unemployed. We felt
that their desire to serve and to lead far
outweighed thejr “qualifications” in the
usual sense. However, considerable time
had to be spent in leadership training.
Through much trial and error, we devel-
oped curricula and methods that would
enable a leader to confidently stand
before the community and lead it in
community planning sessions. The as-
sumption about local leadership is im-
portant, for many of the same leaders
are still “at it” in Sth City. Mrs. Lela
Mosley is still coordinator of the Sth
City Corporation, Floyd Stanley still
runs the shopping center, Lily Fox is
still a neighborhood volunteer in hous-
ing efforts and Verdell Trice is a leader
in several economic development pro-
grams. ‘

The third element of 5th City’s
success was its planning. It is embar-
rassing to think of some of our early
planning attempts. Some of our plans
were abstractdréams thathad no hopeto
be actualized. But in later years we
enabled community people to gather
community groups and lead them in
action planning, This is important for

agencies and support organizations who |

several reasons. First, the planning and
re-planning was stimulating because it
continually gave the community fresh
ways to rekindle its vision. Second, the
planning provided a practical bridge

between the community leaders and the
people. Too often community organiza-
tions are as divorced from the neighbor-
hood as external service providers are.
Planning can involve the community—

grams still need to be integrated into a |
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notmerely represent them. Finally, plan-
ning provided leaders with objective
methods to divide labors among them-
selves and to account for their successes
and failures.

Finally, 5th City isuniquein itsuse
of community-created symbols. This
may have been our most important dis-
covery and the one most difficult to
describe. Because rebuilding a commu-

nity is so difficult, a sense of common
purpose must be created. So we created
songs about the community, chose
common colors for pre-school uniforms
( red and black), encouraged commu-
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nity art ( murals and statues), commu-
nity insignia (the geographical shape of
the community on a circle) and so on.
All of these activities gave identity to a
real neighborhood.

Mistakes Were Made

This is not to say that mistakes
weren’tmade. Attimesitseemed torain
errors. Perhaps the very fact that the
Institute’s offices were in 5thCity flawed
the project. Our presence did communi-
cate concern and create a bond, but it
also created a subtle kind of depend-
ency. In retrospect, there were some
assumptions. and operating hypotheses
that now seem to be mistakes.

First, we overemphasized the 5th
City model instead of emphasizing the
community planning and participation
that created the model. Our mistake was
in our failure to understand our means
rather than our end: For purposes of
replication we had to look to our plan-
ning methods, not to the 5th City model.
Clearly, each community should create
its own practical vision.

Second, the Institute saw its role as
singular in the development process
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rather than as one among many. I sup-
pose it ishuman nature to be proprietary
over something you’ve worked hard at,
but the project had the tendency to ex-
clude other social service agencies. Now
there is a healthy mix of outside agen-
cies. Any new development project
should be seen as a collaboration of
many agencies rather than an “experi-
ment” of one.

Third, we stressed social develop-
mentmore than economic development.
We lacked outside expertise for effec-
tive economic development—I was the
*“housing expert”—so naturally we were
inclined to social programs, Conse-
quently, too few jobs were created.

Finally, the Institate never had
developed a precise schedule for how
long it would remain in the community
and how long it would assist the com-
munity. It is not that the Institute kept
these things from the community people.
The Institute just couldn’t decide ahead
of time what its relationship was to the
community.

Lessons for the Future
From these experiences of 5th City,

what lessons have we learned for the
future?

First, it seems imperative that any
serious new effort at revitalization of
disadvantaged neighborhoods should
pay particular attention to the training of
grassroots leadership. No matter how
sophisticated our separate social inter-
ventions are, if we ignore the human
development of the neighborhood
people, our programs will crumble,

Second, the days of outside organ-
izers—be they black, white or hispanic
—areover. Weneed to train community
people to re-enter their own community
as catalysts.

Third, comprehensive program-
ming is not a luxury, it is requisite.
Comprehensive is a fairly common
adjective these days, so I should be
more specific. Nothing short of
economic and social and physical de-
velopment will do. Unlike the “old
days”, there are many effective social
and economic programs ready for appli-
cation and initiation. However, these
programs need to be integrated into a
holistic one for the community.

Fourth, action planning—strategic
planning on the local level, if you will—
can and should be used as a form of
organizing and rekindling acommunity
vision, It can also serve as a bridge
between the community leadership and
the community residents.

Finally, much work needs to be
done on ways of allowing a community
tocreate its own identity. Practical how-
to’s must be formulated for community
symbols, songs and other means for
creating community identity.

The most gratifying thing about 5th
City is that they are still at it. When you
consider how many community devel-
opment efforts have come and gone the
last 25 years, it is reassuring to know
that there is a community in Chicago
quietly at the task of renewing itself.
They are ordinary peopleinmost senses,
but by banding together to rebuild their
community, they have become a very
special people.

NeilVancebegan his careerin com-
munity development over 20 years ago
living and working in 5th City. Cur-
rently heis consulting withYouth Policy
Institute in the development of a Neigh-
borhood Leadership School,




