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“THE FUTURE IS NOW!” Economic Development in Woodlawn 

__________________________________________________________ 

This discussion will focus on entrepreneurship and will provide resources on access to 
contracts and important contacts. We will also discuss home-based business and the 
cottage industry--defined as the creation of products and services that are home-based 
rather than being manufactured in a factory. 

 

Facilitators 

Sandra Bivens is the Executive Director and Founding Member of the 51st 
Street Business Association. The 51st Street Business provides consulting 
services to businesses, community groups, and residents in Chicago’s 
Grand Boulevard Washington Park and Bronzeville neighborhoods. The 
Association is also a delegate agency of the City of Chicago and Manages a 

Special Service Area (SSA #52). 

Armed with twenty-five years of experience in community development, Ms. Bivens is a 
trailblazer, community activist, organizer and business developer. Among her many 
successes is her work with Chicago Housing Authority including its Youth program, Case 
Management, Tenant Patrol and Resident Management Programs.  She also assisted in 
securing $100 million-dollar Empowerment Zone Designations for the local community. 

 

Lisa Parks serves the 10th Annual Woodlawn Summit as a Member of the 
Woodlawn Chamber of Commerce and as a resident and former resident of 
communities involved in the present-day development of the South Side of 
Chicago. The Woodlawn Community and nearby areas will be perfect to 
implement how future communities can be established, stabilized, and serve 
as examples of sustainable residential and business areas.  

Lisa is a native Chicagoan having resided on both the South and North sides of the city. 
She is also a licensed Real Estate Appraiser, Real Estate Broker, and a member of 
NIREIN (The Northern Illinois Real Estate Information Network). 
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__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Panelists 

Leon I. Walker is driven by a mission to develop commercial real estate 
projects which help to improve and sustain neighborhood life in urban 
communities. For the past 12 years, he has served as the managing 
partner of DL3 Realty. Mr. Walker brings a diverse body of professional 

experience, training, and education to his role as one of Chicago’s most active 
community developers. At Jones Lang LaSalle (JLL) in Los Angeles, he represented 
Fortune 500 clients in the leasing and development of over one million square feet of 
office space.  

Prior to JLL, he worked at Citicorp Securities in the Real Estate Capital Markets Group 
structuring market debt securities for REITs with market capitalizations in excess of 
$500 million. He is a graduate of the University of Chicago’s Law School and Booth 
Graduate School of Business, and he received his Bachelor’s degree from the 
University of Michigan School of Business. He is an avid reader, accomplished bass 
player, experienced traveler, and serves on numerous community boards. Past and 
current boards include the Far South CDC, DuSable Museum, Better Boys Foundation, 
and University of Chicago Court Theatre.  

 
Maurice Williams is the Vice President of Economic Development for the 
Chicago Community Loan Fund and has over 27 years of experience in 
community economic development and consulting.   

Maurice has vast experience in the fields of business administration, planning and 
development, personnel management, financial management, capital fundraising, public 
relations and business and strategic planning.  He specializes in syndicated financing 
including debt, equity, New Markets Tax Credits (NMTC) and other leveraged capital. He 
has planned, developed, financed and constructed over $220 MM and 1.9 MM square 
feet of big box commercial retail and industrial in Chicagoland including Whole Foods 
Midwest Distribution Center, Walmart Supercenter and the Method Soap Industrial Plant.  



	
	

Page 3 of 5 

Maurice holds an MBA from Keller Graduate School of Management, Chicago, IL. and a 
B.A. in Business/Sociology from Calvin College, Grand Rapids, MI, and is a Certified 
Commercial Investment Member (CCIM).  He currently instructs in the Chicago Rehab 
Network’s Community Development Empowerment Series and has served as a director 
and advisor on many non-profit boards.   

 

Kenya Merritt is a highly skilled public servant with a broad range of 
executive-level experience.  With more than 19 years of public service with 
the City of Chicago, Kenya previously worked as Chief Financial Officer with 
the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs and Special Events; Chief 
Financial Officer at the Department of Family and Support Services as well 

as the Office of Budget and Management as an Analyst.  Kenya has a wealth of 
institutional knowledge including fiscal and operations management. 

Ms. Merritt currently serves as the Chief Small Business Officer for the City of Chicago, 
where she is responsible for public engagement and program development for small 
businesses. She also leads the NBDC (Neighborhood Business Development Centers) 
program which is the linchpin connecting the City and external partners to the 
community.  She is responsible for outlining Chicago's small business agenda and 
strengthening programs that support business growth and invigorate communities in 
every corner of Chicago. 

Kenya holds a Masters in Public Service Management from DePaul University and a BA 
from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. She is a resident of the Austin 
Community and the proud mother of Caleb. 

Phaedra M. Leslie is the Director of Business Relations and Economic Development at 
the Chicago Cook Workforce Partnership (The Partnership) where she leads the 
development and implementation of workforce-focused business development programs 
throughout the Chicagoland region. Seeking to both recruit companies and help existing 
ones grow, she works as a key liaison with partners and corporate customers to market 
and expand economic development opportunities for local and regional businesses. 
Phaedra’s hands-on leadership led a talented team of six to engage more than 500 
employer partners and facilitate over 3,000 job placements.   
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Influencing policies and guidelines, guiding community relations’ efforts, and conflict 
mediation are among Phaedra’s many assets.  Phaedra’s success in fostering 
relationships and creating dialogue has gained recognition from local elected officials, 
corporate executives, and nonprofit leadership. She believes that economic development 
partnered with strategic outreach creates stronger business-consumer relationships, 
partnerships and communities. 

Phaedra holds a MA in Organizational Management from the University of Phoenix and 
a BA, from Denison University, Granville, OH. She also serves as on the board of Emerald 
South Community Economic Development Collaborative, the South East Chicago 
Commission as Assistant Secretary, Secretary of the Blackwell Condominium 
Association, and is a founding member of the South Side Giving Circle of Chicago 
Foundation for Women.  

 

Katherine Darnstadt is the founder of Latent Design, a progressive 
architecture and urbanism firm leveraging civic innovation and social 
impact to design more equitable spaces and systems. Since founding her 
practice in 2010, Katherine and her firm have prototyped new urban 
design systems to advance urban agriculture, support small business, 
created spaces for youth makers, advanced building innovation, and 
created public space frameworks. She and the firm have been published, 

exhibited and featured widely, most notably at the International Venice Architecture 
Biennial, Architizer A+ Awards, Chicago Ideas Week, NPR, American Institute of 
Architects Young Architects Honor Award winner and Crain’s Chicago 40 Under 40. She 
currently teaches at Northwestern University and The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago. 
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Alicia Wright is the founder of A’Vents by August, a full 
service event and design firm that provides cutting edge and 
unique event services. Her firm offers event planning, floral + 
event design and program development for individual and 
institutional clients.  

Alicia is a certified wedding and event designer with over 14 
years of experience.  She  was determined to make a lifelong dream come true, by starting 
a full service event planning and design firm on the south side of Chicago.  Her clientele 
includes local favorites such as SECC, Vanille, University of Chicago and global brands 
such as Nike, Google, KPMG and Essence Magazine. Her events have garnered the 
attention of local media including Chicago Sun-times, Chicago Tribune, WGN, Metromix, 
N'DIGO and Rolling Out.  

She has led corporate events and project management for Rush University Medical 
Center and Mayer Brown, LLP and was part of the launch team for the first Concierge 
Services program at the University of Chicago Medicine. 

Alicia has many long-standing business relationships in her community and serves on 
many community driven boards.  She recently opened her flagship studio in Harper Court, 
in the Hyde Park community.  

 

LaVerne Hall is the President of CANDO Corporation, an M/W/DBE 
consulting firm. She is a results-oriented, hands on professional, with a 
successful record of accomplishments that identify contracting opportunities 
for underutilized suppliers.  LaVerne is a small business advocate who has 
worked to enforce EEO and Affirmative Action plans for Cook County, Cook 
County Land Bank, the Board of Education, and various other diversity-
building initiatives in order to strengthen supply chains and expand the 

business base of major corporations. She brings a unique understanding of government 
and corporate procurement processes and has managed micro-loan portfolios that 
support MWBE enterprises. 


