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The City of Milwaukee is experiencing once-in-a-generation development in our downtown, which has 
created tremendous new opportunities for our city.  Milwaukeeans have an opportunity to leverage 
these investments to ensure that all members of our community share in the prosperity and 
economic growth. To take advantage of this opportunity, a diverse team of community leaders has 
united in an unprecedented effort to collectively create a shared vision for Downtown Milwaukee and 
its adjacent neighborhoods, a vision that will guide us toward an inclusive and vibrant Greater 
Downtown. This 12-month comprehensive planning process, known as The MKE United Greater 
Downtown Action Agenda (MKE United), will result in actionable steps to make our shared vision a 
reality.  
 
MKE United is led by a partnership that includes the Greater 
Milwaukee Committee, The Greater Milwaukee Foundation, 
the Milwaukee Urban League and the City of Milwaukee. 
These partners who comprise an Executive Committee are 
advised by a Steering Committee representing a diverse 
cross section of Milwaukee leaders from government, 
community, nonprofit, philanthropy, business and 
institutional sectors.  
 
For the purposes of this effort, the “Greater Downtown” is 
defined as downtown Milwaukee and the neighborhoods 
immediately adjacent to and including Downtown, 
including: Lower East Side; Brewer’s Hill/Harambee; King 
Drive/Bronzeville; Lindsay Heights/Fondy-North; Near West Side (East); Menomonee Valley (East); 
Clarke Square; Walker Square; Walkers Point; and the Historic Third Ward.  These neighborhoods 
were selected to help determine a baseline set of data to inform the agenda. However, the benefits of 
the strategies set forth in the action agenda will reach well beyond these boundaries.  
 

 
 

A major focus of the MKE United effort is to ensure that all 
sectors and generations of our community have a voice in setting 
priorities, developing shared solutions and playing a role in 
implementation. MKE United has developed a robust community 
engagement process to gather insights from a diverse cross-
section of residents and community leaders. The community 
workshops highlighted in this report were the first of many civic 
engagement touchpoints that will give people an opportunity to 
inform the action agenda. These efforts set an important 
example for how Milwaukeeans with different perspectives can 

work collaboratively to achieve common goals.   
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COMMUNITY WORKSHOPS 
To this end, four community workshops were held in the summer of 2016 to give residents and 
community leaders an opportunity to identify priorities and share insights that will inform the action 
agenda. This report documents the results of the community workshops, which were held with a diverse 
group of 116 participants representing the following demographics: 

• Gender: Women: 49; Men: 67 
• Race: African-American: 44; Caucasian: 64; Latino: 

7; Asian: 1 
• Civic Sectors: All 
• MKE United Neighborhoods Represented: All 

The workshops began with a 20-minute overview of key 
findings from an analysis of existing and past 
neighborhood plans. Participants were then ask to choose 
two questions they would like to discuss in small facilitated 
groups from the list shown below. The number of times 
each question was selected for discussion is shown in 
parentheses. 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1) What do neighborhoods need? (15) 

2) What does the downtown need? (7) 

3) Where and how do people work? (4) 

4) How do people move in and around downtown? (3) 

5) How do people play? (2) 

6) Where and how do people live? (1)
 

 
 
The Community Workshops resulted in rich discussions on all aspects of quality of life in the Greater 
Downtown. The content of these nearly 12 hours of discussions were analyzed for themes that 
addressed the questions proposed.  Although the workshop results defy easy categorization, the 
themes clearly illustrate important priorities and considerations for developing an inclusive United MKE 
Greater Downtown Action Agenda, as reflected in the key findings below. 
 
PRIORITY AREAS 
When asked to prioritize the specific goals and issues or concerns cited in previously developed 
neighborhood plans for their relevance to the Greater Downtown today, participants ranked the 
following among the highest (those listed were rated as highest concern by over 60% of participants): 
 
Priority Goals 

1. Jobs 

2. Safety 

3. Business Attraction 

4. Neighborhood Retail 
 

Priority Issues 
1.   Jobs 

2. Transit/mobility 

3. Segregation and Inclusion 

4. Housing choice 
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DISCUSSION THEMES 
These priorities were also reflected clearly in the analysis of the small group discussions. The following 
themes were among the strongest that emerged across the six guiding questions. Additional themes 
and participant comments can be found in the full Community Workshop Report. 
 
1. In order to thrive, every neighborhood needs amenities for 

healthy living and places of destination that draw families and 
visitors. Participants emphasized the need for more neighborhood 
amenities within walking distance to improve accessibility and 
strengthen social connectivity. In particular, several participants 
spoke to the need for more healthy food options, safe green spaces 
and creative play areas in the neighborhoods adjacent to downtown. 
Participant’s also highlighted the city’s natural water resources and 
encouraged increased public access for greater use and enjoyment. 

 
2. A greater variety of housing options with mixed affordability 

are needed to stabilize and diversify neighborhoods within the 
Greater Downtown. Participants spoke to the urgent need for investment in neighborhoods to help 
residents with housing repairs, strengthen home ownership, and address foreclosures in order to 
create a diverse and thriving Greater Downtown. Participants noted the importance of making 
strategic investments in those neighborhoods facing the greatest housing challenges, as well as 
implementing strategies to prevent displacement in neighborhoods with increasing property values.  

 
3. Residents should be empowered to shape their 
neighborhood’s identity in ways that honor history, cultural 
integrity, and positive change. Workshop participants want to ensure 
that neighborhoods are able to create and maintain their own unique 
character. They prioritized residential empowerment in shaping 
neighborhood identities to ensure that the needs of current residents are 
met and challenges like displacement are collectively addressed. They 
also emphasized the importance of creating platforms to tell 
neighborhood stories and offset negative media coverage. Perceptions 
of downtown and the neighborhoods are strongly shaped by media and 
have a powerful impact on investment and development. 
 

 
4. The deep racial and cultural segregation in Milwaukee has a 

profound impact on social wellbeing and economic growth in 
the city. There must be intentional strategies for inclusion 
and connectivity to build an impactful downtown action 
agenda. Segregation is cited in only 2 of 40 existing city plans, but 
ranked as the 3rd highest concern among participants. 
Participants spoke to the profound impact that Milwaukee’s racial 
and cultural segregation has on access to opportunities, 
neighborhood perceptions, economic growth, and social 
connectivity. Intentional efforts are needed to create a more 
inclusive and welcoming environment, strengthen social 
connections and trust, and create strong economic ties across 
communities and cultures. 
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5. New innovative approaches are needed to promote economic 
development and small business development that results in 
jobs for residents. The Greater Downtown is the city’s most 
important source of jobs -- representing 42% of all private-sector jobs 
in the city.  However, participants felt strongly that more innovative 
approaches are needed to promote economic growth and support 
small business development that result in job opportunities for local 
residents.  Participants also noted the importance of having 
businesses invest in the neighborhoods.  

 
6. Milwaukee needs to focus on the right kind of job training and 

skill development for emerging fields. Participants felt there was 
considerable work to be done to better align job training and education programs to the needs of 
emerging markets. They highlighted several emerging markets, including water and green 
technology, and focused on career pathways that provide living wages and opportunities for growth. 
Many also spoke to the importance of paid job training and job placement services in order to 
provide equitable opportunities for people in all communities. 

 
7. It is critical to plan transit systems that connect residents to jobs in order to increase 

equitable access to employment. Although participants felt that improving transit was a top 
priority, many believe Milwaukee lacks the decision-making authority, structure, and/or collective 
will to make its own decisions about transit. They also felt that people lack an understanding of 
mass transit and hold misperceptions about its safety. They would like to see greater education on 
alternative options, including Bublr Bikes, to expand access and utilization of alternate transit. 

 
8. Neighborhood definitions for this project should accurately 

reflect existing boundary and naming conventions. Many 
workshop participants expressed concern about the neighborhood 
boundary definitions and associated names identified on the Greater 
Downtown map which serves as the geographic project scope for 
MKE United. Participants want to make sure that their historical 
neighborhood identities are maintained in the most basic way, 
including their accurate representation on maps. There was also 
concern that some neighborhood names would disappear in some 
new aggregation as a result of this effort.  

 
For the complete findings from the Community Workshops, view the full report to be posted on the MKE 
United website at: www.MKEUnited.com.  
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The Community Workshops provided an important avenue for residents and community leaders to 
share their priorities and ideas.  The input received has been organized into themes that will be 
incorporated into the planning efforts, so as to inform priority areas and shape our shared vision for 
Milwaukee’s Greater Downtown. The MKE United Planning Team will continue to engage with the 
public by hosting events, attending community gatherings, and sharing information through multiple 
media platforms. By early 2017, we will produce a 10-year Action Agenda that outlines tangible and 
feasible actions and outcomes for an inclusive and vibrant Greater Downtown. 
 
To be successful, the Action Agenda will require the commitment and engagement of every sector of 
the Milwaukee community, including city and county government, businesses, faith-based and 
community organizations, and institutional and philanthropic sectors. As a result, the community 
engagement process for MKE United is designed to strengthen trust, create cross-sector working 
relationships and partnerships, and establish a well-informed and long-standing constituency for 
implementation. Through this process, we believe we can create a Greater Downtown that is well-
positioned for future growth and supports prosperity for all. 
 
We welcome everyone to become involved and share your ideas and talents.  To stay updated and 
learn more about how to become engaged, please visit www.MKEUnited.com.  


