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Most of the work is unfolding 
in the lower South Park Street 
corridor, the cradle of the city’s 
Black community and home to 
the highest concentration of His-
panic residents in Dane County.

“People are lis-
tening, hearing, 
helping,” Urban 
League president 
Ruben Anthony 
said. “This col-
lection of projects 
is going to trans-
form the city.”

The efforts are 
attracting public investment and 
private giving on a scale unseen 
on the South Side.

The Goodman Foundation and 
Ascendium Education Group 
each gave $10 million to help 
build MATC’s new campus. In 
2021, philanthropist Pleasant 
Rowland donated $14 million to 
help buy and convert a Beltline 
office building into the center-
piece of One City Schools. In 
February, Gov. Tony Evers an-
nounced awards of $5 million 
apiece for the Black Business Hub 
and Center for Black Excellence 
and Culture, and $4.85 million for 
Centro Hispano.

There’s much more investment 
involving the city and county 
and powerhouse businesses and 
foundations that’s creating a 
synergy some say could make 
the South Side a destination and 
Madison a model for minority 
community renaissance.

“I don’t know another city 
that’s doing this with this kind 
of energy and leadership,” Mayor 
Satya Rhodes-Conway said. “It’s 
certainly unprecedented in Mad-
ison’s history.” 

The initiatives reflect a unified 
approach to confronting dispar-
ities and inequities experienced 
in the Black and Hispanic com-
munities here for generations, a 
grim reality that many say pushes 
young adults away and makes it 
hard to attract and retain talent.

In 2013, the Wisconsin Council 
on Children and Families land-
mark “Race to Equity” report ex-
amined 40 indicators of well-be-
ing for Dane County residents, 
mostly covering the years 2007 to 
2011, and found that in nearly ev-
ery category Black residents fared 
far worse than white residents — 
“rock bottom” nationally.

The report shook some in the 
white community, and actions 
followed, but many issues per-
sist. 

From 2015 to 2019, the pov-
erty rate for Black children was 
nearly six times higher than for 
white children in Dane County. 
One of three Black children live 
in poverty in Madison, according 
to federal data. 

In the Madison schools, just 
22.3% of Black third- through 
11th-graders tested proficient or 
better in English language arts 
in 2020-21 compared to 33.7% 
of Hispanic students, 83.7% of 
white students, and 66.9% of 
Asian students. Similar dispar-
ities exist in math.

Nationally, 2.2% of businesses 
with more than one employee 
are Black owned, but just 0.4% 
are Black owned in Dane County.

Due to income gaps and high 
rent, the Black community is the 
only predominant racial or eth-
nic group in the city where the 
typical household can’t afford 
median rent, according to the 
city’s Housing Snapshot report 
for 2022. Only about 15% of Black 
households own their own home, 
lowest among all demographic 
groups in the city.

Last year, Black residents ac-
counted for 42% of adult arrests 
by Madison police, compared to 
46% for white people and 8% 
for Hispanic people, the depart-
ment’s 2021 annual report says. 
The disparities are worse for ju-
veniles, it says. In 2020, the city 
population of 269,840 was 69% 
white, 7.2% Black, 8.7% Hispanic 
and 9.5% Asian.

“There has always been a lack 
of regionalized resources in Mad-
ison for young people of color led 
by people of color and controlled 
by people of color,” said Michael 
Johnson, president and CEO of 
the Boys and Girls Clubs of Dane 
County, which has long served 
the South Side and raised nearly 
$30 million toward a $35 million 
regional workforce training cen-
ter to be created at 5225 Verona 
Road in Fitchburg.

‘A different life’
Attention to the South Side has 

come slowly.
In 2004, the city bought the 

worn, former Villager Mall, 2300 
S. Park St., determined to remake 
it as an attractive, vibrant, mul-
tiuse space. The renamed Vil-
lage on Park now hosts a mix of 
commercial destinations and 
services, including the Good-

man South Madison Library, the 
Urban League, the UW South 
Madison Partnership and Urban 
Triage. 

“Three major investments 
in South Madison created the 
launching pad for future proj-
ects,” said Ald. Sheri Carter, 
14th District, a South Side native. 
“The first was the city of Mad-
ison investment in the Villager 
Mall. The second was the Arbor 
Gate twin towers development 
at Arbor Hills. The third was the 
Madison College Goodman South 
Campus.”

In the mid-
2010s, MATC 
president Jack E. 
Daniels III saw 
shifting demo-
graphics at the 
college’s former 
Downtown satel-
lite campus and, 
with community 

input, decided the South Side 
was the place to make an impact. 
The college chose private fund-

raising over a referendum, built 
its case and raised a needed $23.5 
million.

The full-service campus, 
opened in the fall of 2019, has 
been a hit. MATC expected 1,200 
students but 2,200 enrolled. 
Currently, about 40% of its stu-
dents are from the greater South 
Side and 60% are people of color. 
The campus already needs more 
space, and MATC is considering 
ways to address needs, including 
a child care center.

“We can be a catalyst for 
change in South Madison,” Dan-
iels said. “It was blighted. Lim-
ited businesses. Investment was 
not there. The time is now to have 

this happening. 
I’m glad we’re a 
part of it.”

M e a n w h i l e , 
Madison native 
Kaleem Caire 
pursued an am-
bitious dream to 
create nonprofit 
One City Schools, 

a charter school, he said, to nur-
ture talent and leadership for the 
city’s future and be a model for 
other schools.

Currently, One City runs a 
tuition-based preschool and 
4K, the latter part of the charter 
school, at 2012 Fisher St., and 
is transforming a four-story, 
157,000-square-foot former of-
fice building at 1707 W. Broad-
way, Monona, into a state-of-
the-art, tuition-free elementary 
school, middle school and prepa-
ratory academy. The schools are 
open to all and already there is 
a waiting list of about 400 with 
students beyond capacity in each 
grade chosen via blind electronic 
lottery.

This year, the $33.1 million 
main school offers 5K through 
fifth grade, and grades 9 and 
10. Seventh and 11th grades 
will be added in 2023-24 and 
8th and 12th grades in 2024-25. 
The school will feature a tech-
nology center, video and music 
recording studio, robotics and 
engineering and other specialty 
labs, barber shop and hair salon, 
student-run school store, cafe 
and more. 

It will be the state’s first early 
college and career middle-high 
school where, by ninth grade, 
students can begin completing 
one of 200 degree and certifica-
tion programs at MATC, one of 
250 programs at UW-Oshkosh 
and work toward a teaching de-
gree at UW-Madison.

The school is also going through 
growing pains as a startup. 

“We’re getting the kids,” Caire 
said. “But the building has to be 
completed. We’re working ‘till 
we’re blue in the face to raise 
money. And it takes time to ad-
just to our rules and high expec-
tations.”

One City is still looking to 
complete fundraising for the 
main school, Caire said. Then, 
it intends to launch a capital 
campaign to raze a large parking 
garage next to its main building 
for an athletic center with full-
size football, soccer and lacrosse 
field, two basketball courts, mul-
tipurpose room, dance studio, 
wellness, offices, concessions 
and seating that would be avail-
able to the larger community. 
“It’s going to be powerful.” he 
said.

“We’ve lived too many genera-
tions of depravation,” Caire said. 
“We’re setting up to be ground 
zero to eliminate the achievement 
gap. Where we are right now is 

where we should have been a long 
time ago.”

The $25.5 million, four-story 
Black Business Hub rising at the 
Village on Park will feature retail 
and other businesses owned by 
Black and other entrepreneurs 
of color, ranging from startups 
to established businesses seek-
ing to grow or get storefronts for 
the first time. Its offerings will 
include food, personal care and 
wellness, financial services, en-
tertainment, co-working space, 
a rentable commercial kitchen, a 
credit union, pop-up space, and 
more.

The Hub will provide busi-
ness training, coaching, grants, 
loans, networking and business 
development agencies, such as 
the potent Wisconsin Economic 
Development Corp., Wiscon-
sin Women’s Business Initiative 
Corp., gener8tor, and others.

“The Urban League is betting 
on these businesses,” Anthony 
said. “We can’t continue to leave 
people back. We can’t continue 
to leave neighborhoods and com-
munities behind. It’s just the time 
to transform.” 

A vital key to transformation 
will be the $41 million Center for 
Black Excellence and Culture, a 
first-of-its kind Black-inspired, 
Black-designed and Black-led 
project to be built next to Foun-
tain of Life Covenant Church, 
633 W. Badger Road. The Center 
promises a range of opportunities 
to celebrate and learn about the 
Black community, produce and 
hold performances, socialize and 
promote wellness at all stages of 
life.

The 65,000-square-foot, 
three-level building, unique na-
tionally in its offerings for a Black 
community, will include dedi-
cated spaces for youths, college 
students and seniors, lounges, 
multiple studios, co-working 
space, offices, two performance 
spaces and “Club Afrique,” a pro-
fessional lounge for members of 
the Black community to use for 
weddings, conferences and gath-
erings.

“This will be a 
space for incubat-
ing Black culture 
and intellectual 
property,” said 
the Rev. Alex Gee, 
a lifelong Madiso-
nian, the center’s 
CEO and founder 
and pastor at 

Fountain of Life. “This project is 
life changing because it merely 
isn’t being built for Black people 
but by Black influencers. This is 
about preserving future genera-
tions of Black youth.”

Meanwhile, Centro Hispano is 
amid a fundraising campaign to 
move from its inadequate build-
ing of 22 years at 810 W. Badger 
Road, once a printing company, 
to a $15 million, 25,000-square-
foot building with a large indoor/
outdoor plaza and underground 
parking on a nearby acre of city-
owned land at the corner of 
Hughes Place and Cypress Way. 

The colorful, 
two-story build-
ing, intended 
to be a focus of 
Latino culture, 
education, train-
ing and celebra-
tion, will provide 
the right space 
for the kinds of 
programs Centro 

is doing now, executive director 
Karen Menendez Coller said.
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Rev. Alex Gee, pastor at Fountain of Life Covenant Church and president and founder of the Nehemiah Center for Urban Leadership Development, 
shows the area outside the church where the $41 million Center for Black Excellence and Culture will be built on West Badger Road.

Parishioners make their way into the newer part of Mount Zion Baptist Church, left, that’s attached to the original 
building on Fisher Street, right. The church intends to locate its Family Life Center on the site of the old structure.
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Public funding
Madison, Dane County and the state of Wisconsin have made recent 
significant contributions toward a transformation of the South Side.

MADISON

 Black Business Hub and the Village on Park: $19.8 million 
through land transfer and tax incremental financing (TIF) support

 One City Schools: $300,000 toward purchase of 2021 Fisher St. 
for preschool

 Center for Black Excellence and Culture: $250,000 in predevel-
opment funding 

 Centro Hispano: Plan to transfer city property for new facility 
and purchase Centro’s existing site to generate capital for its new 
project

 Truman Olson redevelopment on South Park Street: Facilitat-
ing grocery store at project; $1.4 million toward low-cost housing; 
extended Cedar Street

 Land purchases: Invested $3.9 million to buy land to slow dis-
placement and gentrification

 Movin’ Out: $980,000 to support low-cost housing
 Bridge-Lakepoint-Waunona Neighborhood Center: $2 million to 
support new facility

 Penn Park: $2 million for improvements
 South Madison Plan: Adopted in January, anticipates hundreds 
of millions of dollars in redevelopment and improvements and a 
mini-neighborhood including detached, single-family, owner-oc-
cupied homes along Wingra Creek and a redeveloped gateway at 
Badger Road and South Park Street

DANE COUNTY

 Center for Black Excellence and Culture: $810,000
 Black Business Hub: $2 million
 Centro Hispano: $2 million for new facility

STATE

 Center for Black Excellence and Culture: $5 million
 Black Business Hub: $5 million
 Centro Hispano: $4.85 million for new facility
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