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New development and the vitality that comes with it usually are prized 

by local leaders, but Ald. Anthony Beale (9th) takes a dim view of some 

of the single-family homes going up in his Southeast Side ward.

In an area dominated by vintage brick, these new constructions are 

mostly frame, and Beale views them like weeds in an architectural garden.

That's why he has proposed an ordinance that would ban construction of 

homes that "differ from the predominant construction type of 

residential buildings on that residential block."

Deviating from the norm would require special permission from City Hall 

on a case-by-case basis, which would give the local alderman a voice.

A handful of homes with brick fronts but vinyl-clad frame sides have 

appeared in his ward, and Beale believes more are on the way.

"I see a pattern," he said. "A lot of private investors are starting to 

buy up property that is tax delinquent ... They come up with a thousand 

excuses. [Brick] is not cost effective, it is not this, it is not 

that."

Beale said he met recently with four builders who have pulled permits, 

all of whom plan to build frame.

He expressed concern over the quality of many homes built with wood. 

And he believes there is an important esthetic consideration, a threat to 

the character of his virtually all-brick ward.

"Most of these homes are cookie-cutters, and [the developers] are not 

interested in how the community looks," he said. "They are interested in 

building what they want to build, make their money and leave."

Beale's proposal has drawn fire from critics.

"Chicago has a very strong building code, and it has been proven across 

the nation that quality construction can be done ... without the use of 

brick," said Brian Bernardoni, director of government affairs for the 

Chicago Association of Realtors. But "above all, the ordinance provides 

us with concerns relative to private-property rights."

"The cost to put up a brick building today is significantly different 

than it was in the `20s and `30s when the (city's) bungalows were 

built," said Christine Ludwiszewski, director of government relations for the 

Attainable Housing Alliance, the lobbying arm of the Home Builders 

Association of Greater Chicago. "If you want affordable housing in the 

city, you can't have everything brick. If affordability is a priority, you 

have to look at the cost of doing things."

Beale has received campaign donations in recent years from several 

masonry construction firms, but he has been supported as well by 

non-brick-related trade unions, including the carpenters, according to state 

records.

Although Beale favors brick for his ward, his ordinance, which is being 

evaluated by city lawyers, would give frame the upper hand in areas 

where that type of dwelling predominates.

Nevertheless, if Beale's measure were to pass, Ludwiszewski said it 

could mean a "bureaucratic nightmare" for City Hall, which presumably 

would have to map every block in every neighborhood to determine the 

prevailing construction type.

"The other thing it does, quite frankly, it stops the city 

architecturally at a moment in time," she said. "For a city that has the 

architectural history of Chicago, I think that is being short-sighted. There are 

new building products on the market all the time. You have to be able 

to grow and expand and do it in a cost effective way."

Beale's proposal is "a pretty drastic measure," said Jonathan Fine, 

president of Preservation Chicago, who nevertheless applauded the alderman 

"in his effort to raise the bar."

"My opinion is that the state of new construction in the city of 

Chicago has reached a low point, and this is what aldermen are finding 

themselves having to do," Fine said. "You have to look at this as a chronic 

problem of shoddy workmanship and bad architecture. The question is, 

What is the city going to do about it?"

If his measure fails, Beale said he would consider seeking rezoning all 

vacant residential parcels of his ward to commercial or industrial 

classifications. That way, a developer who wanted to build homes would have 

to seek a reversion to residential use.

Aldermen wield great power on rezoning requests and, in those cases, 

Beale said he would give his support only if the builder promised to use 

brick.
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