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project overview
Engaging Chicago Communities in the Chicago Climate Action Plan
- Community #8: Austin is the eighth community study commissioned by
the City of Chicago Department of Environment (DOE) to identify strategies
for effectively engaging diverse communities throughout the city in the
implementation of the Chicago Climate Action Plan (CCAP). The plan lays out
ambitious goals for reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 80% of 1990 levels
by 2050, with an interim goal of a 25% reduction of 1990 levels by 2020.
Seven qualitative research studies have been completed to date: South
Chicago, NKO/Bronzeville, Chicago’s Polish community, the Mexican
community in Pilsen, the South Asian community in West Ridge, the AfricanAmerican community in Roseland, and Forest Glen. The Austin Community
Area, Area 25 on the Chicago Community Areas Map, was selected for the
eighth study because it represents a distinct set of features that we had not
previously looked at in combination—a mixed middle class and lower income
African-American population, a large percentage of whom live in single
family homes (owner-occupied and rented), and dealing with the foreclosure
crisis and high rates of crime (but certainly not the highest in the city). These
features make it a valuable place to consider how a community facing multiple
immediate challenges might still address the challenge of climate change.
Ethnographic research activities were designed and conducted collaboratively
by a team including anthropologists from The Field Museum’s division of
Environment, Culture, and Conservation (ECCo) and our community partners:
Austin Coming Together (ACT), Bethel New Life, and South Austin Coalition
community Council (SACCC). ACT is a new organization looking to build the
capacity of local organizations through partnership and is very interested in our
research findings as they bear on this approach to community development.
Bethel is a longtime periodic partner of ECCo, having collaborated in the
past on research and projects that creatively address questions of community
self-presentation and sustainability. Finally, SACCC has already partnered
with ECCo through the Energy Action Network, for which ECCo has been
an advisor. (EAN brings together select CEDA service locations to increase
their ability to help homeowners save on their utility bills through energy

Workshops and focus groups are key to community engagement in
the research process. Top: An organizer with South Austin Community
Council Coalition (SACCC) works on mastering a story collecting activity
with another community partner representative from the Southwest Side.
Lower: Local childcare providers participate in a focus group to discuss
individual and shared concerns regarding early childhood education and
their experiences as small business owners.
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project overview
conservation.) Our shared interests and existing relationships made it possible
to work with and through these partners’ networks to complete a significant
part of the research. Less formally, residents’ groups, school representatives,
churches, businesses, and individual stakeholders collaborated on the research,
both through links to our partners and independently.
Research was conducted over a three and a half month period, from early June
to the end of September 2011. We engaged roughly 700 adults (including
community leaders, residents, aldermen, site users, and business people) and
nearly 40 young people.

RESEARCH AREA

LEGEND
Austin Community Area
Austin Research Area

Getting to know the residents was key to understanding what it’s like to
live in Austin and the ways that residents connect with the place where
they live.
Top: A resident historian helped the research team to understand some
of the ways in which the landscape, infrastructure, and demographics
of Austin have changed over time and the reasons for some of these
changes.
Bottom: An ethnographer doing participant observation at Columbus Park
spends time talking with a local fisherman who is taking advantage of the
outdoor experiences that the park has to offer.

2

Given the size of Austin, internal demographic divisions, and the rapid
nature of the research, the study does not cover the full geographic extent of the
official Chicago Community Area. The somewhat wealthier northwest portion of
Austin [a tail extending off of the larger rectangle] was mostly outside the scope of
our partners’ activities and we did no fieldwork there.
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Data collection methods included the following:
•

•

•

Participant observation at 12 meetings and on nearly 40 other mostly
informal occasions in locations including municipal buildings, schools,
churches, grocery stores restaurants and non-profit facilities;

CENSUS VS. RESEARCH SAMPLE
Census vs. Research Sample

9 focus groups with participants drawn from community organizations, an
alliance of child care providers, and residents affiliated with our partners
(focus groups also included both a methods training and a discussion of
preliminary findings with our partners);

Demographic
Characteristic

More than 70 individual interviews with community leaders and other
stakeholders, most affiliated with organizations in the networks of our
community partners. Interviews outside these networks included 11
rapid-format interviews mostly administered to residents and users of
public spaces.

Additionally, given geographic challenges and time constraints, in conjunction
with our primary interest in community organizations’ capacity to take on
the CCAP, we conducted fewer one-on-one interviews focused on individual
environmentally friendly practices than we did for the previous rapid studies (see
Environmentally Friendly Practices for a discussion of the use and limits of this
data).
This report reveals many linkages among community priorities and the priorities
of the CCAP. Each section concludes with recommendations for translating
findings into engagement activities that will help communities take ownership
of climate action. Communities that feel invested in the CCAP will not only
implement its strategies, but also mobilize residents to devise their own creative
solutions for achieving a sustainable region.

% in Census 2010

% in research sample

Male

49

37

Female

51

63

Owner-Occupied*

31

36****

Renter-Occupied *

61

16****

median age: 37

67 (over age 40)

Bachelor’s /Graduate/
Professional Degree**

10***

37

Foreign-Born

3***

4

Age

*Among residents over age 18
**Among residents over age 25
***From the 2005-2009 US Census Bureau American Community Survey for
PUMA5 03507, Illinois
**** Owner-occupied and renter-occupied in the research sample do not add up to 100%
because of low response rates and some community leaders’ residency outside
the study area.

Key demographics for the Austin community and for our research participants
are displayed above. The large percentage of our sample above the median age
reported in the census was expected, given our focus on community leaders, who
tend to be older, and our focus on adults over children, for whom we did create a
few participation opportunities that required significant investments of time to get
parental consent. Similarly, our bias towards home owners reflects our interest in
community leaders and those connected to community organizations. Nonetheless,
we reached the people we needed to in order to assess the organizational capacity
of Austin to take on climate action in the near future.
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community overview
Austin was founded in 1895 as a residential community and quickly
filled with Euro-American immigrant families looking to own homes and work
their way up the social ladder. Middle class aspirations continued among the
large numbers of African American residents who started making Austin their
home in the 1960s and 70s. Over the course of the 20th century, Austin grew
into an industrial powerhouse then fell into economic decline starting in the late
1970. It has become a community in search of opportunities, particularly for
its younger residents. Nonetheless, residents take great pride in Austin, valuing
its substantial housing stock, outdoor spaces, transit options, and close knit
neighborhoods, both for what they are and what they could become.
1. Austin housing stock is a combination of a large number of single family
homes intermixed with walk-ups. Larger multiunit structures are scattered
throughout the community and serve seniors and renters. Large homes, in
various states of upkeep, cluster heavily along the northern and western
boundaries of the research area. Although many study participants
described Austin as a community of proud homeowners, in recent decades
renters have come to slightly exceed the number of homeowners (Census
2000: Renters = 45%, Homeowners = 42%).
2. Austin’s industrial peak extended from the 1930s to the 1960s, when
Zenith, Western Electric, Sears, International Harvester, and Brach’s hired
many Westsiders. Commerce traveled along the transit lines, concentrating
retail businesses along Chicago Avenue, Lake Street, and Madison Street.
This is where the retail sector is still found today. With significant exceptions
for unique restaurants and soul food, retail is currently characterized by fast
food, small grocery and convenience stores, check cashing businesses, hair
and nail salons, and laundromats. Industry started to decline by the 1970s
and today there are no longer any large industrial employers in the area.
3. Civic leaders and many residents identify more with their African and
African-American heritage than with the Euro-American history of Austin
that includes the beginning of the famed Benny Goodman’s jazz career.
For instance, large murals in the area variously depict community identity
in terms of African, African American, and/or rural heritage (See Westside
4

Austin is home to varied architecture. Pictured here are a row of brick
bungalows, Austin Town Hall, the swimming pool at LaFollett Park Field
House, and Columbus Park.
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Health Authority mural on page 6). These themes reflect the desired
purpose of leaders to instill ethnic pride and historically understanding as a
route to individual and community improvement.

2000 CENSUS:
AUSTIN
HOUSEHOLD INCOMES
8000
7000

<18%

17.6%
15.9%

# of Households

6000

13.5%

5000

12.8%

4000
3000

6.7%

2000
1000
0

< $10,000

$10,000$14,999

$15,00024,999

$25,00034,999

$35,00049,999

$50,00074,999

*Income data derived from the 2000 Census are for 1999
Source: 2000 Census Summary File 3 (Table P52, P151B, P151D, P151H, P151I)

Today, Austin has an economically diverse, predominantly AfricanAmerican population. According to the 2000 U.S. Census, the income
of Austin residents falls into two camps a spike of: those earning
less then $10,000/year (>18%) and those in a broad, fairly even,
distribution across a large number of income brackets from $15,000 to
$75,000, which also suggests broad distribution within the job market
(Chicago Fact Finder- Online data source).

Small grocery stores and soul food restaurants are among the fairly
narrow range of retail businesses that characterize the commercial areas
of Austin.
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community overview

R

ec ommendation :
community overview
Highlight Austin’s diverse African-American population by
supporting events like public tours and festivals and providing
other opportunities for Austin residents of all generations to learn
and tell stories of Austin’s strengths rather than deficits.

This mural, on the wall of the Westside Health Authority is one of the
many in highly visible locations in Austin. Themes depicted here, similar to
those of other area murals, include the iconic Chicago skyline, the African
Village, migration, and the African American and South African civil rights
struggles (Nelson Mandela is depicted in the bottom left portrait).
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stakeholders ,

PARTNERSHIPS, AND RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING
Popular representations of Chicago’s Westside tend to focus on what
is not going well in these communities. They paint a picture of inadequate
resources and the lack of capacity to meet pressing issues from unemployment
and crime to underperforming schools and poor nutrition. While the challenges
are real, and financial resources are often inadequate, Austin has a longstanding and active civic sector made up of community organizations, block
clubs, non-profit service providers, churches with locally active ministries,
and an often struggling, but innovative, business community. Working both
individually and in collaboration, these groups apply their talents and resources
to provide leadership, services, and amenities that improve the quality of life
in Austin.
Many of the larger community organizations in Austin that participated in the
research trace their origins to the 1970s and 80s, when they began as efforts
to address one or more pressing issues in the community such as developing

affordable housing, reducing the impact of gangs and street crime, and keeping
adequate medical services and facilities in Austin. Over time—partially in
response to the decline in direct government services—these organizations
have developed multiple levels of community infrastructure. They have
continued to organize residents and groups to retain and leverage resources
for the community, while becoming service providers in areas such as youth
programming, adult workforce development, utility bill assistance, and postincarceration re-entry support (see broker organization diagram below).
The popularity and impact of community organizing should not be
underestimated in Austin. A great deal of organizing has been political. A
notable success in the 1990s was the Westside Alliance for a Safe and ToxicFree Environment (WASTE) campaign that closed down a polluting garbage
incinerator. Recently the Westside’s and western suburbs’ Coalition for
Community Banking achieved a Community Benefits Agreement with US Bank

There are a number of community-based organizations in Austin (including but not limited to SACCC, Bethel New Life, and Westside Health Authority) that can trace
their origins to community organizing efforts that aimed to retain or gain resources for area residents. Some of these organizations, whether from the outset or over
time, developed the capacity to deliver resources and services even as they continue to organize residents to speak up for outside support and social change. This
pattern is in contrast to the predominantly African American NKO community (study #2) where we found providing services and community organizing to be much
more separate.

Austin schools,
churches, local
businesses, small
organizations (e.g.
block clubs), and
residents

Administering and delivering
outside resources: money,
capacity, development,
professional services

BROKERING
ORGANIZATIONS

Speaking up for outside
support: policy change,
expertise, financial support,
resident services
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Government
foundations,
universities,
corporations, national
policy groups

stakeholders, partnerships,
and relationship-building
that took over a local Oak Park bank that used to support civic and business
endeavors in Austin. These political organizing efforts bring various groups and
residents together to have a louder voice and the collective power to address
economic, educational, safety, and health concerns. Organizing is also done
for service delivery. Organizations (including some of those who do political
organizing) build and maintain relationships with block clubs, congregations,
schools, and individual residents in order to maximize the reach of their
services.
Coalitions of organizations cover a range in Austin from ad hoc—lasting
only as long as an issue or an outreach program—to those formalized as
standing organizations themselves (e.g. South Austin Coalition Community
Council, SACCC). Ad hoc coalitions typically are made up of some of the
same organizations each time, and so represent the serial reactivation of
existing networks. Coalitions become standing organizations typically to
provide ongoing resource brokering, peer-to-peer knowledge sharing, and
other member support (see Social Infrastructure, right). Church leaders and

congregations in Austin are integral to the civic life of the community. As
individual congregations they offer human services such as food pantries,
clothing banks, or intake for government assistance programs. At the same
time, they join with other ministers, congregations or secular organizations to
participate in political and civic action, to provide more comprehensive selfhelp services (e.g. youth and adult education), or to seek outside resources on a
scale that would be sufficient to support community-wide initiatives.

SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE
Austin Coming Together (ACT) is a fairly new standing community
coalition, founded and sustained collaboratively by citywide
organizations (such as Good City and The Vorhees Center at UIC) and
local organizations that include Bethel New Life and Friendship Baptist
Church. ACT is structured to bring together local and outside expertise
and resources to design and implement a comprehensive strategy for
economic development and educational improvement in Austin. ACT
provides a forum for participants to learn about each others’ capacities,
concerns, and plans; and then it convenes like-minded actors to take
action that draws on the strengths of each participant. Among its early
efforts was helping convene the Austin Community Action Council. The
council is part of a Chicago Public Schools pilot program to gather input
from community groups on strategies they favor to improve local schools.
ACT has also convened its members to seek a Promise Neighborhoods
grant, a federal Department of Education grant program exclusively for
large scale collaboratives that involve organizations of various sizes and
goals in tackling challenges at the scale of the whole community. The
creation of ACT is timely because more funders, in addition the federal
government, are now looking for collaborative efforts at community
improvement to achieve added reach, capacity, and financial efficiencies
when compared to the old single service provider model.

Block clubs work to bring a sense of order and community cohesion.

8
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stakeholders, partnerships,
and relationship-building
In Austin a number of organizations offer a similar and broad range of social,
health, and educational services. Most providers indicated that this redundancy
does not constitute wasteful duplication. Given the large geographical size
of Austin and the high level of demand for these services, providers manage
to have distinct client bases. Furthermore, offering a range of services allows
clients to receive comprehensive and coordinated assistance at a single
location. The downside of this approach is that by diversifying their offerings,
organizations sometimes overextend their resources and personnel, which
weakens their efforts and undermines their long-term sustainability.
Block clubs are the most prevalent smaller community organizations in Austin.
Some of their key activities are beautification (sometimes extending to recycling
efforts), safety, and communications. A large safety initiative was the recent 100
Blocks, 100 Churches campaign, a collective effort among churches, block
clubs, and the CAPS programs of two police districts that cover Austin and West
Garfield Park (see Communication and Dissemination, page 25 for more on
this initiative).
There are other small community organizations in Austin. Some of the
better known work in the areas of arts, culture, and heritage (e.g. Sankofa
Cultural Arts and Business Center and Westside Historical Society), as well as
beautification and community building (see Growing Community on page 21)
Although entrepreneurialism is valued and supported by community
organizations and public officials, the small business sector is limited in Austin.
Successful businesses include restaurants (see Environmentally Friendly Practices,
page 19) and childcare providers, who have formed at least two networks of
childcare businesses in the area. Austin Child Care Providers Network stood out
in our research for its involvement in efforts to build a connected educational
ladder in Austin, in addition to offering networking and mentoring opportunities
for its members who spoke highly of the benefits they have received through
participation.
In health care and education, the government’s service model for Austin has
increasingly been one of public-private partnership. Nonprofit partners operate
health clinics that administer care as members of government-supported best

practices coalitions and pilot projects. A number of alternative public schools
are also run by nonprofit organizations under contract with, or independent of,
Chicago Public Schools.
Area aldermen have a hands-on approach to working with local organizations
to help shape public policy, programs, and determine which external resources
to pursue. For instance, during the research period one alderman co-led the
Austin Community Action Council. This included giving part of the council’s
presentation to CPS leadership on strategies favored by neighborhood
stakeholders to improve area schools.

R

ec ommendations :
stakeholders , partnerships ,
relationship - building

and

1. Work through the networks that already work on quality
of life issues in Austin (from ACT to block clubs). Take
advantage of their existing capacity to both express
residents’ interest in various climate actions and to deliver
resources and messages.
2. Use the language of opportunity that organizations and
leaders already use in their work; specifically appeal to
organizations to promote climate action because it fits
their agenda of community self-help and empowerment,
particularly through entrepreneurial opportunities and a
return to heritage practices.
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awareness
OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND
interest IN ADDRESSING IT
The people of Austin are very aware of climate change as a local
phenomenon that has negative consequences for their community. This
awareness does not typically correlate with a sense of responsibility for climate
change in terms of being at fault for it or obligated to make it a priority for
action. Nonetheless, residents, business people, and organizational staff still
feel compelled to respond to the threat. This perhaps seemingly contradictory
stance can be better understood in a closer look at study participant’s
understanding of the issue and their relationship to it.
1. Study participants are aware of climate change as a local phenomenon.
Typically residents did not express an understanding of the distinction
between weather and climate. Nonetheless, many respondents—including
some of those who at other times brought up short-term weather changes,
talked about experiencing increased heat, heavier storms, and temperature
extremes as patterns over longer periods of time. In particular, heat waves
and flooding were seen as happening more frequently in the last thirty
years.
2. Awareness of climate change as a global phenomenon was uneven
across study participants. The most popular response of residents, when
asked if they recognized any global changes in climate, was the recent
tsunami in Japan, an event with little, if any, potential linkage to global
climate change. People working at local nonprofits or businesses expressed
a greater awareness of global climate change as a phenomenon that
also has significant local impacts. For instance more than one of these
respondents explained, independently of one another, that rising global
temperatures will cause local droughts around the world, disrupting food
production and thereby causing food prices to rise, hurting Austin residents
on fixed or low incomes.

10

A mural referencing the 350.org campaign for climate change
awareness is painted at the Austin Boulevard Greenline “L” station.
3. While there was some confusion about the causes of climate change,
a majority of participants either expressed a belief that it is caused by
humans, or, when presented with that assertion, were quick to state that it
was probably true. Beliefs about the mechanism of causality did vary and
included CO2 emissions but also destruction of the ozone layer and, for
some, an understanding that satellites and space shuttles punch holes in the
atmosphere or ozone layer, which then cause climate change.
4. Study participants did not typically report a sense that Austin residents are
responsible for climate change, either in the sense of having caused it in the
first place, or of now having an obligation to help solve, slow or reverse the
changes. Beliefs about satellites causing climate change implicitly place the

Environment, Culture, and Conservation (ECCo) • The Field Museum • Research Report

awareness and interest

WHAT THREE WORDS COME TO MIND WHEN YOU HEAR “CLIMATE CHANGE”?
As part of our interviews, participants were asked this question. The larger a word is the more frequently people listed it. Patterns worth noting:
1. Dire, Ominous, Enormous, and Crisis are just a few
examples of the words that reflect an understanding
of climate change as a very serious issue. Each one
of these words appears small, meaning most were
mentioned only once; viewed collectively, however, it
becomes clear that a significant portion of the research
participants see climate change as a grave problem.
2. Individually, Floods, Flood, Water, Storms, and Rain are
all large enough to reflect more than one use of each
word, and taken together they reflect the immediacy
of more frequent flooding in Austin in recent years
and people connecting it to climate change. One
respondent used the sequence flood, mold, chemicals
to express an experiential sequence in which chemicals
ultimately had to be used to eliminate mold in her
home caused by flooding.
3. Asthma and Breathing reflect an reflect Austin
resident’s awareness of the negative relationship
between excessive heat and respiratory conditions.
4. Polar Bears, Icebergs, South Pole, and other words
that connote the polar regions and their climates are
each small enough to have only been mentioned once. This is the first research community in which one or more of the terms of this kind was not used
multiple times, even as many separate polar terms were still used. The comparatively low incidence of these terms is consistent with the finding that
Austin residents tend to understand climate change through their local experience of it.
5. Words like Winter and Cold do reflect apparent unawareness of climate change as distinct from seasonal variation. The word Weather does reflect
the same pattern of not distinguishing climate from shorter term meteorological phenomena, but less so, as some who used it went on to talk about
patterns of weather change over longer time periods.

Environment, Culture, and Conservation (ECCo) • The Field Museum • Research Report
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awareness and interest
blame with cultural elites who make the decisions about space travel and
using satellites. Civic leaders and service providers, who were usually more
knowledgeable about the actual causes of climate change, frequently took
the position that being able to take action to cut your carbon footprint is a
luxury of the middle and upper classes, who have fewer pressing day-to-day
concerns than the urban working class and low-income retirees.
5. In Austin, the interest in responding to climate change grows out of a few
aspects of people’s understanding of the threat and their relation to it:
a. People are aware that climate volatility and more extremes hit poorer
communities harder than wealthier ones. People see a connection
between more frequent hot summer days and higher rates of crime
and health problems. One daycare provider explained the need to
get involved in climate action by noting, “This heat is so intense in the
summer that it affects people’s health, children and the elderly.” (See
photo below, for more on flooding.)

b. Respondents are enthusiastic about engaging in climate action in ways
that connect to more immediate concerns and goals in their lives.
Study participants are enthusiastic about engaging in climate action in
ways that connect to the more day-to-day concerns, existing practices,
and goals of Austin residents and organizations. For more on these
connections see Community Concerns: Springboards for Climate
Action; Environmentally-Friendly Practices, Values, and Traditions; and
Creative Models.
c. Protestant ministers, and some of their associates, did connect climate
action to personal responsibility. They come less from a position of
causal responsibility (discussed above), and more from a position
of responsibility to work for social justice. In other words, they feel a
sense of obligation not to contribute to the misfortunes of those who
already have the fewest resources to respond to new challenges, and
that Christians are called by God to help these people to meet the
emerging challenges in their lives.

R

ec ommendation :

Flooding was an issue in Austin during the research summer and in other
recent years. Study participants more than once explained that during
these heavy rains, the city not only opens the locks in Lake Michigan,
but also shunts water in the storm sewer system from the Loop to West
Side neighborhoods. For these participants this was another example
of poorer communities getting hit harder than others by the effects of
climate change and the way in which elites often make the decisions that
cause or exacerbate negative impacts.

12

awareness of climate change and
interest in addressing it

1. Support climate action that offers adaptations to climate
impacts, such as flooding and prolonged summer heat, that
residents already recognize as negatively affecting them.
2. Promote climate action on the basis of ideas of fairness and
equitability, e.g. stress that reduced consumption of energy
will most benefit those in Chicago and around the world
with the least economic and social power to respond to
rapid environmental change.
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SPRINGBOARDS FOR CLIMATE ACTION

Residents and community leaders in Austin identified a number of
concerns that could become springboards for climate action. This section
highlights their top community concerns, each followed by a recommendation
for addressing it through climate action. The concerns we highlight are:
•
•
•
•

Foreclosure and Economic Development
Unity and Image
Education
Health
Crime was also a major concern of residents and organizations, but is
dealt with here as a part of the other concerns with which it is intertwined.
It is worth noting that while improved health outcomes and economic
development are typically cited in popular discussions of climate change as
co-benefits of climate action, improving K-12 education, community unity,
and community image are not.

Austin organizations are working together and individually to holistically
address the community’s recent and long-standing economic challenges.
Examples of economic development efforts in three key areas follow.
Foreclosures: The Community Benefits Agreement reached by the Coalition
for Community Banking and US Bank, has specific provisions for US
Bank to proactively reach out to assist their Westside customers that are
in foreclosure or in danger of foreclosure, as well as provisions for the
Coalition to monitor the Bank’s success at keeping residents in their homes.
Employment: At the heart of persistent high unemployment in Austin is a gap
between workers’ skills and available jobs. Increasingly, local organizations
are entering into placement and training partnerships with businesses to

1. Foreclosure and Economic Development
Community leaders routinely described Austin as having the highest
foreclosure rate in the City and added that the foreclosure crisis and
accompanying economic downturn are the most immediate threats to
the well-being of the community and its residents. Foreclosures result in
individuals losing wealth, independence, and, at times, shelter. Vacant
properties are more susceptible to vandalism and criminal activity. Even in
the absence of foreclosure, many Austin property owners, residents, and
landlords struggle in the current poor economy to do maintenance and
repairs. These immediate challenges are the latest chapter in the longer
history of Austin’s economic decline, which started with the aforementioned
shutdown of large industrial facilities, followed by rising unemployment and
crime, declining home ownership and property values, and the shrinking of
the retail sector.

IT professionals from the Digital Development Corporation assists young
attendees at their information booth and computer station at the
Juneteenth Festival. The corporation reclaims and restores computers
that are slated for landfills trains young men and women throughout the
Westside to become IT technicians, sets-up computer labs in community
centers and senior centers, and teaches computer literacy.
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springboards for climate action

THE ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT
In Austin, when
private enterprise
or government have
not met a need, the
civic sector steps in
to become grocer,
landlord, or teacher.
This tendency is in part
a response of civicminded people in Austin
seeing what business
and/or government
make available in
neighboring Oak Park
or in predominately
African American parts of the South Side, and deciding someone
should start that sort of effort in Austin. The other component is Christian
sensibilities; believing individual effort will be rewarded and each one
of us is our brother’s keeper (In fact, as exemplified by the city-wide
rallies organized by SACCC and the collective efforts like The West Side
Ministers Coalition and 100 blocks 100 churches, we found more civic
involvement by churches in Austin than in any other CCAP research
community).
An example of this entrepreneurial spirit is the Smartsavers Program. Run
by the Community Savings Bank and Bethel New Life, which started as
Christian ministry, the program is a financial education course in which
students learn to raise their credit score and save money. They are then
matched with funds from US Bank to help them start a business, return to
school, or buy a home.

14

prepare program participants with very specific skill sets. To address both
the housing crisis and unemployment, some training programs teach the
maintenance and repair of vacant properties. In one pilot program, recently
homeless families are moved into previously vacant houses that have been
cleaned and repaired by formerly incarcerated adults.
Business Development: Residents and organizations recognize the potential
for entrepreneurialism to meet some of Austin’s employment needs and
satisfy unmet demand for services and products. Offering education,
technical assistance, and financing, nonprofits in Austin have participated in
starting, maintaining, or directly operating entrepreneurial endeavors in child
care, property maintenance, and food access (for more on food access, see
Fresh Moves Bus on page 17).
2. Unity and Image
Study participants made it clear that Austin has progressively been
losing more than economic opportunity. They lament the loss of social
cohesion, higher crime rates (compared to more affluent areas), and the
overly negative image of Austin citywide as indicators of the decline in
Austin’s quality of life. Social fragmentation has been growing, as younger

Public spaces such as pocket parks and community gardens are often
developed as memorials to local community activists who have passed
away. Developers of these spaces hope to ensure that the efforts of those
who came before them will continue to be appreciated and inspire future
generations.
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West Garfield Park.
Community leaders recognize these factors as barriers to community
improvement that can be addressed directly along side efforts to improve the
local economy. Examples of local efforts to improve community cohesion,
reduce crime rates, and improve the community’s image include: 1)
community news outlets’ very deliberate coverage of the innovative offerings
of area schools, their graduation ceremonies, and other commemorative
and civic events; and 2) the organizing of events like the annual Juneteenth
Festival and Austin Green Team Tour that express pride in a shared heritage
and, for the Tour, pride in the beauty of the area’s public and private
gardens. Both events make positive displays of the community to area
residents and outsiders.

Community building efforts take different forms in Austin. Top:
Residents and gardening enthusiasts travel among and admire some of
the area’s premier gardens on the Austin Green Team’s Garden Tour.
Bottom: The Austin Weekly News sponsors the annual Junteeth festival
in Columbus Park. The festival is organized by the Westside Historical
Society. As the sign on this SUV partially explains, Junteenth marks the
day in 1865 when slavery finally ended in Texas, perhaps the last place
it ended in the American South.
newcomers and older long-time residents are less connected to one another,
and high crime rates add to intergenerational mistrust. Additionally, kids who
grew up in Austin have frequently moved away as adults, and sometimes
become absentee landlords with less stake in the community than their
parents once had. With regard to image, residents and community boosters
regularly complain of the almost uniformly negative coverage of the
Westside in the citywide press that seems to only cover drug crime and failing
schools, and none of what is working well in communities like Austin and

Community building efforts sometimes go outside of Austin. SACCC
helped organize Austin residents to participate in a rally against the “War
on Drugs” that took place in front of the Thompson Center in downtown
Chicago. The protest was an effort to address what many see as failed
policies that increase crime and the divisions between the police the
community and those in the community that commit crimes. The goal of
protesters was, as one organizer said, to eliminate “criminalization” and
instead provide “support and nurturing” for people who are not meeting
the challenges of poverty.
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3. Education
In the face of high unemployment, limited opportunities for young adults,
and underperforming schools, Austin’s civic sector is focusing on educational
improvement as a cornerstone for improving community life. Many
stakeholders feel that strengthening schools and youth opportunities will not
only help kids stay on a safe and productive life path, but will also minimize
the “brain drain” of young people leaving Austin to attend private and
charter schools and attract new families to the area.
One notable approach to education is Austin Coming Together’s
coordination of its members in focusing on weak rungs in the local education
to career ladder. As part of this ladder approach, ACT works to strengthen
preschool networks and consequently area children’s kindergarten readiness,
helps convene stakeholders to voice local concerns and expectations to
Chicago Public School leadership, and makes available a forum for area
organizations to try and reach consensus on what sort of career campus to
work towards for Westside residents. (In its general outlines such a campus
would bring high school students, college classes, and manufacturers
together. Local stakeholders have not been able to agree on specifics of such
a campus, which has possibly hampered past development opportunities.)
Other innovative educational approaches in Austin include Al Raby School
for Community and Environment and a partnership between Douglas
Academy High School students and the nearby Harambee Garden. At
their own initiative, students built much of the initial garden infrastructure.
Through these initiatives community leaders feel they are developing
students’ leadership skills and providing opportunities that may ultimately
lead to environmental careers.
Austin Polytechnical Academy, run by the Westside’s Center for Labor and
Community Research, has partnerships with area manufacturers to move
graduates into jobs. In this state of the art metal forming shop, built with
public and private grants, select students participate in a paid summer
internship in which they manufacture small batches of metal items for a
commercial or government client. The military whistles shown above are
an example of one such product.
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4. Health
Chronic diseases like asthma, diabetes and heart disease are prevalent
in Austin. Key factors that affect residents’ health include: 1) limited food
access; 2) barriers to youth exercise that include extreme weather and bad
behavior (drinking, sleeping, etc.) by adults in parks that have daycare
providers disinclined to use them; and 3) preferences for and availability
of processed food and traditional foods prepared in ways that tend to
make them high in calories and sodium. To be clear, Austin is not devoid
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of grocery stores, but it is a large neighborhood and most parts of it have
relatively limited healthy food options, such as access to a wide variety of
fresh fruits and vegetables. Stores with a range of options, like Whole Foods
located over the town line in Oak Park, were described as prohibitively
expensive for most residents.
Food access and the making of healthy food choices are issues being
addressed on a number of levels in Austin. A program like SACCC’s
Independence Market responds to demand for access to basic nutrition for
senior citizens on fixed incomes, while churches help other residents that may
have issues with just putting food on the table. PCC Wellness Center’s new
organic farmers market is open to the wider public, but also health advisors,
who work one-on-one with the Center’s clients to help them take advantage
of the market to make healthy eating choices. The Fresh Moves Bus, another
nonprofit food access initiative, brings affordable organic produce to
multiple locations in Austin on a set schedule by using a converted city bus
as a rolling grocery store. Finally, new community gardens increasingly have
produce in the mix of what they grow. At Harambee Garden for instance,
improving local fresh food production was among the founders’ motives
for starting it. In the private sector, some of the entrepreneurially minded
restaurateurs, who were cited in Stakeholders for serving healthier fare to
meet shifting demand, also recognize the need for their menus to reflect
a “transitional diet,” one that continues to respond to traditional AfricanAmerican food preferences while integrating lower-fat, healthier ingredients
such as chicken instead of pork. The “Daniel Diet” has also been promoted
by at least one large Westside church, offering participants a return to the
foods of the Bible to improve health and
well-being.

The Fresh Moves Bus was a pilot program for a mobile food market that
made regular biweekly stops at designated locations in Austin including
Spencer Academy and Bethel New Life. Along with selling fresh fruits
and vegetables at low prices, Fresh Moves provided free recipe cards to
inspire and encourage customers.

To address health concerns, area parks as well as health and community
centers have programs for youth and adults that include exercise, wellness
education, and health screenings. Organizations like Prevention Partnership
address issues of mental health and substance abuse, often through schoolbased programs.
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1. Work through ACT to help community organizations develop ways
to strengthen high school environmental education and build links
to careers and college, whether through a multipurpose campus
or something as simple as offering consistent mentoring from ninth
grade through job placement.
2. Collaborate with local organizations on intergenerational climate
action programs that allow elders and youth to come together
and share knowledge, perhaps in one of the memorial spaces
that is intended to bridge generations. Increase local buy-in by
publicizing the program citywide as a demonstration program
built on Austin’s unique assets.
3. Partner with organizations that already have property
management experience and are using it to create opportunities
their clients. Weatherization programs are especially good fit
because they reduce residents’ bill, can enhance the condition of
properties, and offer training and employment opportunities.
4. Work with local organizations and residents to continue to
promote vegetable gardening both in community gardens
and backyards. Couple gardening with more advice and
demonstrations on food preparation given by local experts—
whether restaurateurs, elders, or young people.
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PRACTICES, VALUES, AND TRADITIONS

For reasons enumerated in the Project Overview, research in Austin focused
less on environmentally-friendly practices (EFPs) than the previous community
studies in this series. The number of participants who fully completed checklists
and subsequent discussions of their EFPs was about a third of what was typical
in previous studies. Nonetheless, the completed checklists data combine with
that from other research contexts (the use of partial checklists, the use of photo
collages to elicit discussion of EFPs, and the use of participant observation or
related research topics as entry points to discussing EFPs), do reveal a range
EFPs practiced by Austin stakeholders. The data also provides a sense of the
relative popularity of various EFPs, the relationships of EFPs to other parts of
participants’ lives (including frequency of practice), and the potential value of
EFPs for determining entry points to further local climate action.
Popular EFPs reported by study participants included using drapes to control
temperature, lighting with CFL bulbs, shopping with reusable bags, conserving
water, opening windows for comfort, repairing broken items, and participating
in outdoor recreation. Businesses and nonprofits cited avoiding A/C use,
reducing paper usage, and repurposing items as their routine EFPs. While study
participants acknowledge the environmental benefits of all these practices, they
explained that most are primarily motivated by the desire to cut costs and save
money whether at home, church, or the workplace.
The exit of major outside employers from Austin has in part increased the
importance of an entrepreneurial ethic and activity in the community, which
in turn supports a number of EFPs. For instance, scavenging scrap metal is a
common practice by some individuals in Austin, facilitated by residents and
business operators who separate recyclables from garbage for the ease of scrap
collectors. In another example a few local restaurateurs quickly recognized the
growing health consciousness of some of their patrons and changed menus to
incorporate more fresh produce and leaner meats like chicken and turkey. This

inadvertently cuts the carbon footprint of the food they serve. Finally, businesses
and organizations that reuse and repurpose items often do so in part to control
costs in the context of running a small-scale or start-up operation.
People who work and live in Austin have a number of ways they reuse or
repurpose items. One resident converted old shoes and purses into planters,
and reused chimney bricks to create a patio. Another resident collects and
repairs used vans and tires and then sends them to Ghana. Members of
the Greater Austin Childcare Provider Association and the Austin Childcare
Providers Network (ACPN) reuse household items with the children in the
classroom—for example, milk jugs are transformed into Easter baskets or even
musical instruments. An arts instructor at West Side Health Authority teaches
kids that they do not need expensive materials to be creative. Drawing on his
African heritage, he points out how paints can be made from ashes and dyes.
Area service providers are aware that frugality is and needs to be a strategy
for the poor and working poor to both survive and ultimately get ahead. While
this outlook drives a great deal of area social service programming, it also
influences internal organizational practice. For instance, Channings Childcare
donates used items, including computers, to shelters and other social service
providers, feeling compelled to do so because staff knows the value these items
will have for other organizations and their clients.
The promotion of African and African-American heritage practices is both an
empowerment strategy and a marketing approach in Austin. These heritage
practices include a number of EFPs from the use of natural materials in drum
making to a return to letting oneself be hot on hot days (see Creative Models
for Community Engagement on page 27 for more on this approach).
The high rates of respiratory health problems in Austin contribute to people’s
interest in and participation in clean air action. Based on assessments of
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students with asthma, the PTAs at five Austin schools worked for over a year
developing and implementing a plan for school engineers to switch to green
cleaning products. Additionally, at one of these schools, Douglas Academy

High School, the PTA worked with the administration to have buses park further
from the school entrance, to keep fumes out of the building. People who work
in offices also reported having plants in their work spaces to improve aesthetics
and indoor air quality.
PROGRAMS TO PROMOTE EFPs
In addition to the practices of residents and organizations that reduce their
own environmental impacts, several organizations have initiatives that promote
environmental and economic improvement and sustainability at the community
level. Select examples include:
1. Bethel New Life’s Bethel Center, Austin Family Health Center and the new
Peace Corner are LEED certified buildings and, along with Al Raby High
School, serve as demonstration sites of green building and renewable
energy. Some of these organizations made the point that going with a LEED
building was primarily motivated by the actual economic and environmental
benefits of the building itself, rather than the goal to raise awareness about
environmentally sustainable facilities. None-the-less, building occupants
and others acknowledged they play a demonstration role in the community.

Creative reuse is popular in Austin’s outdoor spaces. Above,
garden decor is both political and artistic. Another resident used
reclaimed brick left from a housing restoration project to pave a small
patio.
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2. Much of the environmental programming in Austin is centered on youth
and concerned with steering them away from negative social influences and
towards positive character development, making education more engaging
while promoting healthier eating and lifestyles. Environmental education
programs that include gardening are most popular, and are being offered
or developed by the Chicago Park District, area human services providers,
schools, community gardening organizers, and by partnerships among
these players (see Growing Community on page 21 for more on the
prominent place of gardening in Austin’s self-improvement efforts). Other
notable youth initiatives include Al Raby High School’s Solar Ride – in
which students bike to raise funds to add solar panels to the existing array
and raise awareness of environmental issues and solutions. Prosser Career
Academy High School’s environmental club conducted a Styrofoam audit
at the school and suggested alternative materials. Although just north of
Austin, Prosser is in the same CPS cluster as Austin’s high schools so staff
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GROWING COMMUNITY
Contemporary community gardening efforts started in Austin in the late 1980’s when a group of residents decided to help one another clean up vacant lots and plant
and maintain gardens on them. The Austin Green Team was born and is still going strong today, with seven gardens in the area and relationships to a number of
others. They showcase Austin’s residential and community gardens to their neighbors, friends, and other interested parties by hosting a Green Team Tour each year.
The overarching motivation of the Green Team has always been community improvement, variously understood by them as taking control of spaces that are otherwise
too easily available for criminal activity, creating a desirable appearance for the community to attract more homeowners and businesses, and making spaces that
create peace of mind.
In the last five years community gardening has been growing in popularity again in Austin,
paralleling city and national trends towards fostering local food systems and realizing
the individual benefits that come about through gardening and participation in outdoor
activity. The Chicago Park District, area schools, and community organizations have or
are currently developing youth gardening programs to provide positive summer activities,
enrich other curricular subjects, establish life long habits of healthy outdoor recreation
and healthy eating (creating an interest in vegetables by having children grow them),
and, most recently, to build bridges between youth and area seniors. Founded in 2010
Harambee Garden is possibly the latest incarnation of a community garden initiative
started by individuals. It is large in comparison to other community gardens and widely
known in the area in part because one gardener keeps goats that are visible from the
street. The gardeners original vision was to raise area gardeners’ and residents’ awareness
of the benefits of locally grown, organic food, but the garden’s mission has evolved into
community building based on strengthening relationships among gardeners and residents.
This new direction was set early on when a group of students from nearby Douglass
Academy High School approached the founders about getting involved, and ultimately the
students built much of the garden’s initial infrastructure. A recent Barter Day was aimed at
taking relationship building further, to build useful service connections among gardeners,
neighbors, and friends. Although participants felt somewhat at a loss as to what kinds of skills to exchange, they valued the social time and connections they made.
Barter Day brought together gardeners of both African American and Euro American heritage, as well as people of diverse ages and gender. Additionally, Harambee
gardeners are from Austin and Oak Park, so it also builds relationships between the two communities.
Important local and regional partners of Austin’s community gardens include area schools, the Chicago Park District, churches and church based networks,
Greencorps, Openlands, Neighborspace, and Growing Power.
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and engaged parents are aware of and inspired by positive developments
across the cluster.
3. Beautification is one of the primary strategies of Austin organizations and
residents concerned with enhancing the community’s image and building
solidarity among community residents of all ages. Beautification activities
include episodic clean-ups of open space, the painting of murals (see page
6), and community gardening (see Growing Community on page 21)
4. To address issues of access to affordable or healthy food, Austin
organizations run a few types of programs. At the Austin Satellite Senior
Center, SACCC runs Independence Market to insure basic food access for
seniors. PCC’s Austin Family Health Center piloted a produce market in the
summer of 2011, getting fresh local produce from two farms and selling
at cost initially to staff and clients, and ultimately to the wider community
as well. Working on a community health worker model, the Center has
the ongoing relationships with clients to make healthy eating part of the
ongoing one-on-one health consulting they do. Fresh Moves was another
pilot project in the summer of 2011. A retrofitted CTA bus was used to
bring organic produce to residents at convenient locations and lower prices
than in stores. Finally, some of the most recently initiated urban gardening
programs in Austin are in part efforts to insure food access and promote
healthy living (see Growing Community on page 21).
5. A number of community groups are involved in helping residents with
controlling household expenses, in particular by reducing energy use in
order to reduce utility bills. SACCC and Universal Prayer Tower participate
in the LIHEAP program that provides utility subsidies to low-income seniors
and the disabled. As members also of the Energy Action Network, they work
with clients to help them find energy savings and make their subsidy go
further. New Mount Pilgrim Missionary Baptist Church implements various
programs for parishioners to save money. One is a partnership with Faith
in Place. Young people receive weatherization kits, training, and a $5 per
apartment stipend to do weatherization. Bethel New Life provides residents
programs that are focused on “family economic success,” that include cost
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The folks at Prevention Partnership do what they can to foster
environmentally friendly practices in the workplace, from having greenery
in the conference room to encouraging coworkers to use mugs instead
of disposable cups. One challenge they highlighted was having to bring
the recycling to a recycling center every week because there is no pick-up
program in Austin.
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cutting in the home.
6. Austin’s civic community is currently focusing on economic development
with one significant strategy to develop opportunities in the green economy.
For instance, The Center for Labor and Community Research (CLCR) has
created a manufacturing curriculum at Austin Polytechnical Academy (a
public high school) that ultimately links graduates to employers in advanced
manufacturing. CLCR advocates at the policy level for an advanced
manufacturing development strategy for Austin in part by pointing out
its importance to “clean energy, transportation, and other areas critical
to environmental sustainability.” In another instance, Westside Health
Authority (WHA) is involved in training ex-offenders in the care and repair
of empty, often foreclosed, homes in the community. WHA is interested in
linking this work to training in energy retrofitting to improve the long-term
employment prospects of program participants. The West Side Ministers
Coalition is currently seeking grant money to help laundromats install water
recirculation systems and Bethel New Life encourages participants in their
entrepreneurship program to think in terms of green business opportunities,
such as green cleaning companies.
BARRIERS TO ENVIRONMENTALLY-FRIENDLY PRACTICES
Research revealed a number of barriers that study participants in Austin struggle
with when attempting to engage in certain environmentally-friendly practices.
Some of these barriers include issues surrounding costs, crime, and accessibility.
1. Stigmatization and negative associations with activities like using a
clothesline, raising chickens, riding public transit, and gardening limit
their popularity in Austin. For instance, the decline in use of a clothesline
was explained by one participant: “People say it’s ghetto. It brings the
property value down. They want you to go to the laundromat….” People
also described asking older relatives about their pasts and having them
routinely decline because the past should be forgotten, and was too
painful. Negative feelings about the past may limit the desire to continue
a range of heritage practices and limit the extent to which they are

Austin community gardens like Paradise Garden (left) and Peace in the
Valley (right) are well established, and meticulously maintained green
spaces. However, the garden founders often struggle for enough support
throughout the growing season and often solicit help from work groups
from outside the neighborhood.
transmitted between generations.
2. While study participants agreed that having two mass transit lines is an
asset to the neighborhood, reported rates of ridership were lower than in
other research communities. This difference is at least in part due to the
different focus of this study. The large number of participants who work at
Austin area businesses and non-profits were people who use their cars as
part of their work, e.g. getting supplies, going to meetings offsite, etc. The
infrequency of late night CTA service was also cited as a reason CTA can
be too inconvenient for residents who work third shift. Others cited fear of
crime as a reason to avoid CTA, area bike paths, or community gardens.
3. Concern over theft, vandalism, and other anti-social behavior also limits
people’s willingness to engage in EFPs. For instance, in one focus group
a resident talked about having clothes taken from a clothesline in the
past, and others shared her concern. In another group, daycare providers
explained they limit their use of public parks because of the swearing,
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drinking, public sleeping and other unacceptable behavior that takes place
and to which they do not want to expose the children.
4. A number of research participants talked about climate action being an
“elite concern” in relation to many residents who are in “survival mode.”
For instance, MS editor of a local media outlet explained, “My sense is that
many people of a certain demographic who are struggling to keep their
job or a roof over their head—if you are focused on that [climate change],
you are doing well in society.” Given that this sentiment, as often as we
heard variations of it, was being expressed for others, not as the speaker’s
own experience, we report it here not as evidence of a lack of concern
for the environment by the urban poor or struggling middle class. Rather
it is indicative that EFPs that cost extra money are likely inaccessible in the
minds of many residents and it also illustrates the widespread sentiment that
there are elitist aspects of the green movement.
5. Participants widely described Austin as a food desert. In some cases this
was a simple sentiment that the area lacks sellers of fresh produce and
healthy restaurant fair. Others focused on the unavailability of organics, or
the stunning lack of variety of fresh fruit and vegetables. While others talked
about people’s inability to afford—or unwillingness to pay high prices—for
healthy or organic foods. Much of the time, Austin was described as a
food desert compared to somewhere else, as when an Oak Park resident
remarked that while Oak Park is nearly half the size of Austin, they have
three times as many grocery options.
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1. Advance participation in EFPs in Austin by building
connections along two axes:
a. Link existing green initiatives and practitioners to the
schools, social service agencies, and summer programs
that aim to link kids to outdoor practices and outdoor
heritage. This will make the needed connection
between local expertise and local needs for manpower.
b. Link existing similar efforts to increase their visibility,
share best practices, and stretch the impact of
resources.
2.

Promote EFPs using the language of addressing immediate
individual and community concerns to avoid the taint of
being associated with an elitist environmental agenda.

6. Many participants expressed a similar distrust of the city’s recycling program
to what we have heard in other communities, a concern that materials
do not really get recycled. There was also the sentiment we have heard
elsewhere that, if some wards in the community get blue bins, others should
as well. At the same time, partially due to a new line of questioning, we
found residents open to ideas of community recycling businesses, to create
local jobs, even in place of city run service.
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AND DISSEMINATION

Austin has a number of often overlapping communication networks.
Community organizations, churches, and schools are typically the nodes
in these networks, which link not only organizations but also individuals to
organizations and to one another. For at least three decades, community
organizations, religious and secular, have used the community organizing
technique of cultivating personal relationships with and among residents to
build many of these networks, creating bonds around issues residents identify
as important. As one leader with Westside Ministers described it, the goal
for community change is to achieve a “total Westside effect versus a little
community effect.” For communicating around climate action, it is useful to
look at the communications dynamics that exist in Austin today that in great part
have grown out of this organizing approach.
1. Civically engaged community members often belong to multiple groups,
like block clubs, churches, and community organizations. These individuals
provide communication links among residents and organizations. One
active resident, a member of her block club and church, regularly attends
SACCC monthly informational meetings and takes what she learns back
to her block club. In one instance, she mobilized her block club to join
SACCC at the “War on Drugs” rally in Chicago’s downtown.
2. Word of mouth is among the most popular forms of communication in
Austin. Organizations use community meetings and block parties to reach
residents directly. CBOs, churches, and various coalitions often maintain
official websites where they post updates, yet they reported that the web was
a secondary means of communication after word of mouth.
3. Meeting are important meeting places after the formal communication
is over participants exchange contact information, often staying in touch
through e-mail.
4. Businesses are on the periphery of Austin’s civic and non-profit networks. In
one effort to remedy this ACT has been working deliberately with businesses

Youth programs, organized in collaboration between local and citywide
stakeholders, permit a flow of educational information to area youth.
Typical topics include nutrition and the benefits of physical activity; job,
school, and other after school opportunities; and park events. During
the research period, programs were offered at public libraries as well as
youth and cultural centers.

to help them address their needs and better connect with other types of
organizations.
5. Study participants, who tended to be fairly civically engaged individuals,
reported knowing about and often reading local media sources. These
sources, papers like Austin Weekly News and The Voice, as well as an
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online news feed Austin Talks, try to emphasize positive events and trends
in the community to counter what tends to be negative coverage in citywide
press. Coverage includes reports on citywide policy and resources that
impact the area (e.g. announcements by the CEO of Chicago Public
Schools), local efforts at community improvement (such as the “100 Blocks
& 100 Churches” initiative to address street violence), sports leagues,
scholarships, and cultural events.

Austin’s communication networks and contribute to the flow of information
into and out of Austin.
7. Residents reported learning about climate change from news on television
(e.g. WGN, NBC, CNN, MCN) and the radio (e.g. popular talk shows),
nature programs on television, and various visits to museums. A local
librarian reported that, during the summer months, the Shedd Aquarium is
particularly popular among Austin residents.

6. Some former residents, who grew up on Chicago’s Westside but have since
moved to other neighborhoods, return to Austin as parishioners, business
owners, and occasionally as event participants. They remain members of
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1. Work with individuals who are the most socially connected, such
as ministers and block club leaders, to insure they understand
the value of and possibilities for climate action. Consider having
them be among the first to participate in demonstration projects
since they can rapidly increase project visibility.

The “100 Blocks & 100 Churches” campaign brought prayer to street
corners in Austin to communicate participants’ willingness to stand-up
to crime. To conclude the campaign in a highly visible way, residents
stopped traffic by forming a human chain across a busy street in Austin.
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2. Craft messages about climate action that appeal to local media
outlets’ desire to convey opportunities for positive change to
their readers. For example, stress the self-empowering aspects of
taking local climate action.
3. Utilize the exsisting public forums that bring together community
groups that are looking to collaborate to increase their impact.
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FOR COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Our research identified several models of engagement that organizations and
leaders use successfully in Austin, not just to gain participants, but to achieve
specific goals for individuals and the community.
MODEL ONE:
Addressing Issues Holistically
“Turn these abandoned buildings into hydroponic gardens where you can get
people growing, producing their own food, you are giving them skills, you
are creating more carbon dioxide (or whatever oxide) and they are learning a
skill, and it is also doing something to get rid of the blight and the abandoned
buildings and turning them in to something that is giving people jobs, skills,
knowledge, appreciation, and food!” —Librarian
In Austin, many community leaders recognize that concerns are complex and
interwoven and that solutions that address multiple issues will be the most
effective and far-reaching. This is evident in Westside Health Authority’s initiative
that employs men recently released from prison to rehabilitate vacant housing.
This effort beautifies blocks, helps with post-incarceration re-entry by providing
income and a sense of purpose, and minimizes the dangers associated with
vacant houses (e.g. crime, fire). One initiative can appeal to a range of
interests at once, or over time; in fact this multiplicity often contributes to the
success and sustainability of the project. For instance, participants in some of
Austin’s longest-lasting or most popular community gardens variously reported
growing food, creating a personal oasis, memorializing community leaders and
friends, improving the image of the community, building connections between
neighbors, and offering positive growth experiences for youth as their main
reason for gardening.
MODEL TWO:
Meeting People Where They Are
“We created a training curriculum called public conversations…and we broke
it down to how is climate change affecting us here in Chicago and affecting the

Churches like Friendship Baptist Church are often the first stop for
residents who need some assistance. The churches then refer their patrons
to resources in the community. This type of approach exemplifies the
value of meeting people where they live. Additionally, the highly local,
block-by-block approach is another well-respected strategy for bringing
about positive change that is scalable.
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neighborhood itself. I utilize the floods, heat waves, and the global food crisis
and how this is a part of climate change and it impacts people on a local level…
They have heard about this climate change but it was beyond their scope of
understanding—but we broke it down to what their scope of understanding was
and they appreciated that. It’s the breakdown and what can we do to change it.”
—Community Organizer
Austin has multiple non-profit organizations that recognize that to engage
people effectively around issues, you have to meet them “where they are”
—geographically, individually, or conceptually. Both traditional community
organizers and social service providers build relationships one resident at a
time and one block at a time. A number of non-profits empower individuals
with assistance around finances, education, and health. Even the South Austin
Coalition Community Council (SACCC), which does traditional political
organizing around issues like inequitable rates of incarceration and foreclosure,
also works to help residents manage individual expenses, particularly through

Pulling from African Heritage is often a way to foster connection with the
earth, spirituality, and personal and community identity.
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aid with utility bills. When residents experience an issue like climate change as
far from their personal lives, SACCC organizers, as explained in the quotation
above, “break down” the connections to show it is actually local and personal,
engendering greater interest and involvement.
MODEL THREE:
Heritage as a Framework for Action
“I mean we [African Americans] are as close to the ground as anybody. We always
were but now we kind of moved away from it. But everything about us has been
tied to the land. …I was looking at some old pictures and I didn’t know anybody
who didn’t have a garden in their backyard…. Everybody passed out stuff and you
pickled everything. Everybody would go to this house and get peaches. My aunt
still has a pear tree here on Homan. We went over there and picked pears the
other day. So those are the things we would like to do. The opportunity to me is
great and the need is great.” —Heritage Organization Director
Austin community leaders draw on African American residents’ meaningful
connections to the past and place (e.g. Africa, the American South, or Austin/
Chicago itself) to promote practices and events that benefit individuals
and the neighborhood. Perhaps most striking, the West African concept of
sankofa – learning from the past in order to move forward – is invoked by
multiple local organizations as a model for self and community improvement.
A local community organizer and minister links it to the idea of a heritage
of outdoor activity: “I think spiritually, we are going to have to go sankofa.
Go back to where being hot today is not such a bad thing. And it might be a
good thing because you might need these major perspiration days for health
and wellness….natural is better is the point. To go with the flow.” A local
organization actually called Sankofa celebrates wisdom from past—such as
the creative use of natural resources in both Africa and Austin—and transmits
heritage through classes like African drumming. More broadly, in recent years
the Westside Historical Society has organized a Juneteenth Festival in Garfield
Park. It both commemorates the day slaves in Texas found out they’d been
freed, and celebrates African and African American heritage through rituals,
performances, and the sale of African goods. Many research participants readily
connect heritage to the environment: they shared stories of farm life, gardens,
and the roles of African Americans in shaping industries like agriculture, energy,
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and transportation.
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creative models

ec ommendations :

MODEL FOUR:
Sustained Support
Several programs in Austin provide participants with ongoing support in
reaching goals and making life changes. They deliberately link different kinds
of support that people can benefit from receiving in sequence to ensure
they do not fall just short of making major strides in their lives. For example,
Westside Health Authority has a pilot initiative to prepare families for the return
of incarcerated loved ones that supports the later success of participants in
the agency’s post-incarceration employment programs. Austin Polytechnical
Academy’s state-of-the-art machine shops and programs allow students to
make real products in their classes and link students to employers even before
graduation. Bethel New Life’s Smart Savers program helps participants succeed
by both building capacity and providing extra incentive for success: the program
teaches financial literacy, then matches participants’ savings at a 2:1 ratio if
they meet their savings goal. Finally, one of the goals of the recently formed
consortium, Austin Coming Together (ACT), is to build an integrated lifelong
ladder of education and career preparation for the community. ACT has kicked
off this process by working to strengthen pre-school offerings in Austin to ensure
children are prepared for kindergarten.

creative models for community
engagement

1. Support holistically-minded organizations in integrating
climate change into the range of concerns they address
through singular actions. For instance, energy savings could
be linked to financial literacy programs, or education in
manufacturing and the building trades could include training
in home retrofits. Use the range of concerns that will be
addressed to better leverage funding.
2. Partner with organizations who build long term relationships
with their constituents in order to develop sustainable climate
action projects.
3. Support heritage-based education projects that connect people
to one another while reviving and teaching traditional values
of resourcefulness and environmental stewardship. African
American heritage, broadly understood, can be woven into
a story of resource management and self-empowerment.
Frame climate action not as a new high-tech trend but as a
connection to valuable past practices and common sense.
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conclusion
Austin’s leadership and residents have made it clear, the assets and potential
of their community have often been overlooked in popular perceptions and
portraits because what is not right in the community makes better headlines or
because of legitimate desires to bring attention to local needs. Actually, the
number of civic organizations, the engagement level of area churches, and the
persistent efforts of residents to make Austin a great place is quite impressive.
Increasingly this range of players understands that working alone is not going to
garner the resources or meet the challenges that the community faces after thirty
years of deindustrialization and economic bubble bursts that trickle down to
neighborhoods as job loss, school closures, and residents moving away. Austin’s
civic sector is coming together more and more, looking for the large scale and
holistic approaches that allow a few actions and initiatives to impact a range
of challenges. This is an ideal moment for the city under a new administration,
foundations, and other organizations committed to improving city life to
partner with Austin to address climate change as part of a full program of
community uplift.

30

Environment, Culture, and Conservation (ECCo) • The Field Museum • Research Report

CENTRAL

ND

KINZIE

22
9

6

8 7
10
9 5 9
10 4
1
10
17

24 7 18 1

Other Non-Profit Organizations

28

ROOSEVELT

16
4

6 5
4

25

20
1
3

5

2
4
16 15
2

2
11

14 19

26

Chicago Park District

8

5
12
11

65 6

VAN BUREN
EISENHOWER

13 14

7

1 2

3

MADISON

1

7

13

6

3
2 4 20

Green Buildings

Research Area

21
3
2 5 30

4

Government Agencies

Schools/Universities

3 10

9

Community Organizations

Public Parks/Natural Areas

11 22
14 6 21

28 8 27

13 15
1
18
29 1 23 1

CHICAGO

Places of Worship

Health Care

5

29

LEGEND

Gardens

9

8

37

17
31 19
3
3
1 2 2
3

DIVISION

3

12

6

CICERO

GRA

NORTH

Businesses

31
LARAMIE

AUSTIN

36

7

KOSTNER

HARLEM

NAGLE

community asset map

4 11
2
12 4
8

24

7

0

0.2

0.4

0.8 Miles

Environment, Culture, and Conservation (ECCo) • The Field Museum • Research Report

31

community assets
ASSETS INSIDE COMMUNITY AREA

14. Fresh Moves

6.

Memorial Garden

Businesses
1. Alice’s Restaurant

15. Fresh Moves

7.

Paradise Garden

16. Fresh Moves

8.

Peace in the Valley Garden

2.

Channing’s Childcare

17. Fresh Moves

9.

Root Riot Harambee Garden

3.

Golden Start Daycare

18. Love Foundation

10. Serenity Garden

4.

Impress Urban Wear

19. PEACE Corner Youth Center

11. Unity Garden

5.

Lemington Foods - Austin

20. Phalanx Family Services

6.

MacArthur’s Restaurant

21. Power Peace Block Club

Government Agencies
1. 15th District Police Station

7.

Quench Restaurant

22. Prevention Partnership

2.

8.

Uncle Remus Restaurant

29th Ward Alderman Deborah
Grahm’s Office

9.

Wal-Mart

23. Sankofa Cultural Arts and
Business Center

3.

37th Ward Alderman Emma
Mitss’ Office

24. South Austin Coalition
Community Organizations
Community Council (SACCC)
1. Austin African American Business
Networking Association
25. Van Buren Street Block Clubs

4.

Austin Satellite Senior Center

5.

Chicago Public Library - Austin
Branch

2.

Austin Career Education Center

6.

3.

Austin Childcare Providers
Network

Chicago Public Library - North
Ave Branch

26. Westside Art Space (future
location)

27. Westside Health Authority (WHA) 7.
28. Westside Health Authority’s
8.
Youth Center
9.
29. Westside Historical Society

4.

Austin Coming Together (ACT)

5.

Austin Community Ministry

6.

Austin Family Counseling Center

7.

Austin Peoples Action Center
(APAC)

8.

Austin Safety Net Works (ASNW) Gardens
1. BT’s Garden
Austin YMCA

9.

CTA Blue Line - Austin
CTA Blue Line - Cicero
CTA Green Line - Austin

3.

St Anne’s Hospital of Chicago
Inc

7.

Francis Scott Key Elementary
School

4.

West Suburban Hospital

8.

Green Building
1. PEACE Corner Youth Center

Frederick Douglass Academy
High School

9.

Howe Elementary School

Other Non-Profit
1. Community Support Advisory
Council (CSAC-West)

10. LSC (Douglas High School)

2.

Good City

12. Michelle Clark High School

3.

Parkside Apartments (a Mercy
Housing Community)

13. Milton Brunson Math & Science
Specialty School

Public Parks/Natural Areas
1. Austin Town Hall Park and
Cultural Center

14. Nash Elementary

2.

Brach’s Candy Factory

16. Spencer Technical Academy

3.

Clark Park

17. St Angelina School

4.

Columbus Park

18. St Paul Lutheran School

5.

La Folette Park

19. St. Angela School

6.

Levin Park

20. VOISE Academy High School

7.

Riis Park

21. Westside Alternative High School

30. Westside Ministers Coalition

10. CTA Green Line - Central

31. Youth Outreach Services

11. CTA Green Line - Cicero

Schools/Universities
1. Academy of Scholastic
Achievement

12. CTA Green Line - Laramie

2.

Alternative Local School Counsel
(Austin Poly Tech)

13. Department of Human Services

3.

Austin Business and
Entrepreneurship Academy

4.

Austin Polytechnical Academy

5.

Christ the King Jesuit College
Prepartory School

6.

Emmet Elementary School

10. Bethel New Life

2.

Burns Garden

11. ChildServ

3.

C’s Garden

Health
1. Austin Family Health Center
(PCC Wellness Center)

12. Eyes on Austin

4.

Kneedland’s Garden

2.

13. Ferrer Foundation

5.

LaClaire Garden

32

Lorretto Hospital

11. May Elementary Community
Academy
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15. Plato Learning Academy

22. Westside Holistic Leadership
Academy
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regional assets
ASSETS OUTSIDE COMMUNITY
AREA
Businesses
1. Austin Weekly News
2. Billy’s Market
3. Comcast
4. JP Morgan Chase Bank
5. North Lawndale Community
News
6. Pearl’s Place
7. PNC Bank
8. U.S. Bank (Park National)
9. Wallace’s Catfish Corner
(Wally’s Catfish)
10. WaterSaver Faucet Co.
11. Whole Foods
Places of Worship
1. First Unitarian Church
2. Greater Galilee Missionary
Baptist Church
3. New Mount Pilgrim Missionary
Baptist Church
4. Notre Dame de Chicago
Community Organizations
1. Bethel New Life Green
Commercial Center
2. Black Oaks Center for
Sustainable and Renewable
Living
3. Bright Lights
4. Center for Labor and
Community Research (CLCR)
5. Centers for New Horizons
6. Chatham Avalon Park
Community Council
7. Chatham Business Association
8. Inspiration Kitchens (Inspiration
Corporation)
9. North Lawndale Employment
Network
10. Sankofa (main office)

11. Strategic Human Services
12. Tasteful Manners
13. The Historical Society of Oak
Park and River Forest
14. The Lydia Home
Gardens
1. 2646-48 Fulton Street
Community Garden
2. African Heritage Garden
3. Ricky Memorial Garden
4. R’s Garden
5. Vision on Menard garden
Government Agencies
1. 11th District Police Station
2. 28th Ward Alderman Jason
Ervin’s Office
3. Center for Green Technology
4. Chicago Department of
Transportation (CDOT)
5. Chicago Housing Authority
6. Community and Economic
Development Association
(CEDA)
7. Congressman Dany Davis’
Office
8. Cook County Sheriff
9. CPS Board of Education
10. Dept. of Family and Support
Services
11. Illinois Attorney General Lisa
Madigan’s Chicago West
Regional Office
12. Illinois Department of
Corrections (IDOC)
13. Illinois Department of Natural
Resources (IDNR)
14. Illiois Department of Pubilc
Health
15. James R. Thompson Center
16. Paul Simon Chicago Job Corp
Center
34

17. Representative La Shawn Ford’s
Oak Park Office
18. U.S. Small Business
Administration (SBA)
Green Buildings
1. Bethel New Life Green
Commercial Center
Health Care
1. Lawndale Christian Fitness
Center

Chicago Children (CLOCC)
15. Faith in Place
16. Greater Chicago Food
Depository
17. Jane Addams Resource Center
18. Jobs for Youth Chicago
19. Kidworks Touring Theater
Company
20. Marilyn G Rabb (MGR)
Foundation
2. Methodist Hospital Chicago
21. Metropolitan Planning Council
(Bethany Hospital)
22. National Peoples Action
3. Northwestern Hospital
23. Neighborhood Equity Partners
4. Rush University Medical Center 24. NeighborSpace
25. Openlands
5. St. Elizabeth Medical Center
26. Peacebuilders Initiative
6. St. Mary’s Hospital
27. Rebuilding Exchange
28. Respiratory Health Association
7. Stroger Hospital of Cook
County (Cook County Hospital) 29. Safer Foundation
30. Shedd Aquarium
8. UIC Medical Center
31. Smarty Pants Are Leaders
Other Non-Profit
32. Strategic Learning Initiatives
1. Access Living
33. The Dusable Museum of African
2. After School Matters
American Heritage
3. Brinson Foundation
34. The Grant Park Orchestra
4. CeaseFire
35. The Institute of Cultural Affairs
5. Chicago Community Loan Fund
(ICA)
6. Chicago History Museum
36. United Way/Crusade of Mercy
7. Chicago Jobs with Justice
37. Youth Guidance
8. Chicago Metro Association
Public Parks/Natural Areas
for the Education of Young
1. Brookfield Zoo
Children
2. Garfield Park
9. Chicago Symphony
3. Garfield Park Conservatory
10. Chicago Urban League
Schools/Universities
11. Citizen Utility Board (CUB)
1. Academy for Urban School
12. Communities in Schools
Leadership
Chicago
2. Al Raby School for Community
13. Computers For Schools (PC
and Environment
Rebuilders and Recyclers)
3.
Austin Talks (Columbia College
14. Consortium to Lower Obesity in
Journalism Department)
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4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

Betty Shabazz Internation
Charter School (Food Hub)
Community Action Council
(CPS)
DePaul University
Digital Workforce Education
Society (West Side Technical
Institute)
Dominican University
Erickson Institute
Kennedy-King College
Legacy Charter School
Local School Council (LSC)
Loyloa University
Roosevelt University - Mansfield
Institute for Social Justice
St. Catherine Siena-St. Lucy
School
University of Chicago Public
Interest Program

BEYOND THE CHICAGO REGION:
Businesses
AT&T
Marc
Possibility Place Nursery
The Natural Garden
Community Organizations
Backyard Nature Center
Government Agencies
Solid Waste Agency Committee of
Northern Cook County
Other Non-Profit
Caretakers of the Environment
International/USA
Chicago Botanic Garden
Environmental Education Association
of Illinois
Illinois Science Teacher Association
Morton Arboretum
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PARTICIPATING ORGANIZATIONS
Our research in Austin involved leaders and residents affiliated with over 40 organizations, which
represent a diversity of geographic areas, sectors, and issues. These include:

7th District Congressional Office

Institutite of Cultural Affairs in the USA

15th District Chicago Alternative Policing Strategy (CAPS)

Jamaston Management and Development Corporation – 4942 W Division St

28th Ward Alderman’s Office

Leaders Network

29th Ward Alderman’s Office

Local Motions

37th Ward Alderman’s Office

Nash Elementary School

Al Raby High School

Natalie P. Vorhees Center

Alice’s Restaurant

New Mount Pilgrim Missionary Baptist Church

Austin Childcare Providers Network

PEACE Corner youth center

Austin Coming Together (ACT)

Prevention Partnership

Austin Community Action Council

Quench Restaurant

Austin Green Team

Root-Riot Urban Garden Network

Austin Polytechnical Academy

Sankofa Business and Cultural Center

Austin Public Library

South Austin Coalition Community Council (SACCC)

Austin Talks

St Marin de Porres parish

Austin Town Hall

Styles4Girlz

Austin Voice

Uncle Remus Restaurant

Bethel New Life

Westside Health Authority (WHA)

Billy’s Market in Oak Park

Westside Historical Society

Channings Childcare

Westside Ministers

Chicago’s Department of Family and Support Services Senior Citizens Unit

Zaardhi-N-Design

Clark Park (Chicago Park District)
CleanSweep City Services, LLC
Center for Labor & Community Research
Digital Development Corporation
Friendship Baptist Church
Garfield Park Conservatory (Chicago Park District)
Golden Start Daycare
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