
RESEARCH ARTICLES 


The Menomone·e Valley Benchmarking Initiative: 
Identifying Priorities, Assessing Conditions, and Devising a 

Sustainable Vision for Milwaukee's Menomonee Valley 
Christopher A. De Sousa 

U niversi ty of Wisconsin-MiJwau kce 
and 

Benjamin Gramling 
Sixteenth Street Community Health Center - Milwaukee 

Introduction 
The Menomonee River Valley lies in the heart of the city of Milwaukee, literally 

and figuratively. Prior to European settlement, the I ,SOO-acre Valley was a diverse 
marsh and wetland ecosystem that provided Native Americans with a plentiful supply 
of resources. Starting in the nineteenth century, European ~ettlers were lured to the 
Valley by these very resources and by its transportation potential. They built canals, 
roads, and other structures in order to attract industrial interests to the city. By the 
1920s, over 50,000 people worked in the Valley. Industrial decline, however, started to 
take place in the Vall ey during the Great Depression of the 1930s, becoming 
widespread by the late 1970s due to the steady migration of industries to the suburbs, 
other states and out of the country. In addition to job losse s, the Valley itself was left 
with many of the negative consequences, both real and perceived, that typically ensue 
from corroded old industrial districts - crumbling infrastructure , contaminated soils, 
vacant buildings, high crime, poverty, and so on. 

Starting in the mid-1990s, government officials, community activists and those 
with business interests in the city devised various proposals to remedy the situation in 
the Valley, embarking upon a slate of initiatives aimed at improving the economic, 
social and environmental conditions of the Valley and its surrounding neighborhoods. 
Despite such valiant efforts, however, the Valley is still perceived by many 
Milwaukeeans as a decaying void in the center of the cit)'- The lack of public 
knowledge on the status of the Valley, given the paucity of infonnation available for 
public use, constitutes the stimulus behind the Menomonee Valley Benchmarking 
Initiative (MVBJ) initiated in 2001 by the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee's 
Center for Urban Initiatives and Research and the Sixteenth Street Community Health 
Center (SSCHC). The MVBI is coordinated by a faculty member from the 
Department of Geography and an Environmental Coordinator of the SSCHC. The 
purpose of this paper is to assess the procedures and early outcomes of the MVBI, 
focusing on: 

• the validity of the procedures employed for dealing with the key issues 
affecting the Valley from a sustainability perspective and for establishing 
benchmarks (i .e., indicator/measures of conditions) for examining those 
issues; 

• the key findings of the initiative; and 
• the strengths and weaknesses of the initiative. 

This paper will also conclude by highlighting the crucial role that geographers can 
play in developing and helping to implement community indicator reporting 
initiatives. 

The Menomonee ruver Valley: An Historical Sketch 
The Menomonee Valley, located southwest of Downtown Milwaukee (see Figure 

I), has always had an important influence on the social and economic life of the 
Milwaukee region. Its trails, fish, and waterfowl provided the necessities of daily ]jfe 
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Abstract 
Once heralded as the industrial 
heart of Milwaukee, the 
Menomonee Valley is now rcfened 
to as the largest derelict brownfield 
in the state of Wisconsin. As in 
other cities in the rust belt, 
government officials and concerned 
&takebolders are aiming to en,ure a 
more sustainable future for this 
industrial district, but progress has 
been slow. This paper reviews a 
community indicator study 
prepared for the Valley by the 
Center for Urban Initiatives and 
Research at the University of 
Wi sconsin-Milwaukee and the 
Sixteenth Street Community Health 
Center, a Milwaukee non-profit 
organization. Specifically, the paper 
describes the procedures employed 
for identifying priority issues 
affecting the VaIJey, summarizes 
key results of the benchmarking 
research, and reviews the strengths 
and weaknesses of the initiative. In 
all, the community indicator study 
experience has shed valuable light 
on strategies that can be applied to 
revitalize the Valley as well as 
indicating ways in which 
geographers can directly contribute 
to these studies and to any 
revitalization process. 
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Figure 1. Menomonee Valley and Surrounding Census Tracts. 

Figure 2. The Menomonee Valley in 1882 (source: Historic Urban Plans, 1978). 

to the indigenous Potawatomi tribe. As 
European settlement increased in the late 
1800s, the Valley's accessibility to railways, 
Lake Michigan, and local river systems 
made it a prime location for industrial 
activity. In 1869, a group of business leaders 
supported by local authorities planned a 
network of canals and slips in the Valley 
surrounded by parcels of land for industrial 
use. The project took barely a decade to 
complete, even though it required vast 
quantities of material to fill the marsh, 
including dredge spoil, gravel, and 
municipal and industrial wastes. As the 
noted Milwaukee historian John Gurda aptly 
observed (1999: 126), "lumber yards , coal 
yards and sash and door factories sprouted 
in the eastern end of the Valley even before 
the muck was dry." 

Larger industrial complexes, including 
tanneries, breweries, stod.)'ards, and 
railroad shops dotted the entire Valley by the 
late 1800s (see Figure 2). The 
transformation of the Valley from a natural 
ecological system to an industrialized one is 
the feature that has most epitomized 
Milwaukee's evolution. To quote an 1882 
newspaper 3r1icle (Sentinel, August 18, 
1882, cited in Gurda, 1999: 128): 

Nothing, perhaps, more 
strikingly exhibits the rapidity 
and solidarity of Milwaukee's 
growth than the march of 
improvement in the 
Menomonee Valley. The bogs 
and marshes in that locality 
are being converted into firm 
ground, and the waters which 
formerly spread themselves 
thinly over a large surface are 
being confined to an artificial 
channel and made navigable 
for great ships. The vast tract, 
which but a few years ago 
was the home of the wild 
duck and the resort of the 
sportsman with his gun, is 
now partially converted, and 
soon will be entirely so, to the 
seat of manufacturing and 
commercial enterprises, which 
take rank among the first of 
their kind in the entire 
Northwest. 



By the end of the nineteenth century, residential 
communities had spread extensively along the Valley's 
bluffs, producing some of the most densely populated 
neighborhoods in the State of Wisconsin. Industry prospered 
and expanded well into the 1920s, despite problematic labor 
movements and prohibition. Only the Great Depression of 
the} 930s could curtail industrial growth in the Valley, 
which picked up dramatically with the onset of World War II 
in response to wartime needs. 

The industrial growth of the Menomonee Valley, and its 
crucial role in Milwaukee's economy, began to decline in the 
decades following World War II. The construction of 
interstate highways made it possible for people to live 
further away from their place of work and for industry to 
ship goods via highway. This led to a reduction in use of the 
Valley' s railways and waterways. By the 1970s, the Valley 
suffered the same fate as other urban industrial centers in the 
so-called rust belt - it saw an exodus of industry to the 
suburbs and to other countries in search of more space, less 
regulation, and lower wages (McMahon, et al. 1992). 
According to White et al. (1988: 6) Milwaukee experienced 
a net loss of over 50,000 manufacturing jobs (23% of its 
manufacturing employment) between 1979 and 1986. The 
Valley witnessed employment drop from over 50,000 jobs in 

the 1920s, to approximately 20,000 jobs in the mid-1970s1, 

to barely 7,095 jobs by 1997ii . While a recent economic 
boom has generated more economic activity within 
Milwaukee's urban landscape, such activity tends to occur at 
the edges of the metropolitan area, not in the Valley or in the 
city itself, where one third of the metropolitan area's 
population resides and most of its poverty and 
un(der)employment is concentrated (McMahon et al., 1992; 
Center for Economic Development, 1998; Wood et al., 
2000). 

With economic decline, a host of problems followed. A 
"spatial mismatch" between people in the city and jobs in 
the suburbs limits the access of Valley dwellers to 
employment opportunities that were once a short walk away. 
The fli ght of industry and wealth from the city, combined 
with the flight of the middle and upper classes to the 
suburbs, means a diminished city tax base and, thus, a 
diminished ability to deal with social problems. 

In addition to social problems, over one hundred years of 
industry have left a legacy of environmental pollution in the 
Valley. Some now even refer to it colloquially as "one large 
landfill site," given that a glut of contaminants pollute its 
soil and groundwater. Many old buildings stand vacant and 
empty lots fill up with scrap. The Valley's location at the 
confluence of major city and state highways also results in 
traffic congestion and extensive vehicle pollution emissions. 

In the last few decades, several public and private sector 
organizations have developed numerous proposals and plans 
aimed at renewing the Valley. The most recent and 
comprehensive one was put forward in 1998 by the city of 
Milwaukee itself. Titled Market Study, Engineering, and 
Land Use Plan for the Menomonee Valley, it recommends 
that the Valley be upgraded and revitalized as an urban 

industrial and mixed-use district that will be able to provide 
sites for a broad range of uses, particularly industrial on the 
western and central portions , and commercial, residential 
and public open space usage on the eastern parts. An action 
agenda for implementing the plan established mechanisms 
for: (I) pUblic/private partnerships; (2) wning amendments; 
(3) environmental analysis; (4) financing remediation and 
site improvements; (5) promoting redevelopment; (6) 
eliminating blight and "unpleasant" industrial uses; (7) 
reconstructing roads; and (8) enhancing the appearance of 
the Valley through green space and other visual amenities. 
The Menomonee Valley Partners, a public-private 
partnership bringing together members of the business 
world, community organizations, and government agencies, 
was established to facilitate the implementation of the city's 
Land Use Plan. On the whole, the Menomonee Valley 
Partners (2003: homepage) envision : 

"a redeveloped Valley that is as central to the city 

as it was in the past: 


• Geographically central, with new ties to the 
surrounding neighborhoods; 

• Economically central, with strong companies that 
provide jobs near workers' homes; 

• Ecologically central, with healthy waterways and 
greenspace; and 

• Culturally central, with recreational facilities for the 
community." 

Recently, other levels of government together with 
private sector agencies and non-profit organizations have 
also been actively involved in planning and implementing 
initiatives aimed at breathing new life into the Valley. 
Federal Agencies, such as Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
have provided funds and technical expertise to deal with 
contaminated properties and their redevelopment. The 
Wisconsin Departments of Natural Resources, Commerce, 
and Transportation have all been involved in project 
implementation and support. Various non-profit groups and 
neighborhood associations, such as the Sixteenth Street 
Community Health Center and Esperanza Unida, have also 
been actively involved in projects aimed at revitalizing the 
Valley and its surrounding neighborhoods. Yet despite all 
such activity, little is known about the effectiveness of these 
activities with regard to revitalizing the Valley. Part of the 
long-tenn aim of the MVBI is, in fact, to examine what 
impact such initiatives have on the state of the Valley. 

The Community Indicator Movement 
In the 1990s, 200 so-called "community indicator 

projects" were launched in the United States and at least 24 
in Canada to provide a framework for assessing the "state of 
the community" (Maclaren, 2001). The framework is ofren a 
product of the collaboration of international organizations, 
various levels of government, business and community 
organi zations, and academics. TIlere are typically between 
20 to 35 indicators that are examined in a single study. 
These indicators , also referred to as benchmarks or 

···6··· 




mca.~ures, are phenomenon that can be observed and 
measured to provide information on a particular aspect of 
quality of life (e.g., access to park space), health (e.g., infant 
mortality), development (e.g., new building activity), the 
environment (e.g., water quality), and a variety of other 

i sues (Maclaren, 1996, 2001; Tylor Noms et al., 1997; 

Bcslcme and Muffin, 1997; Leitmann, 1999) (for a 

comprehensive list of the hundreds of potential indicators 

~ce the Sustainable Measures website http://www. 

5ustainablemeasures.comlDatabase/index.html). 

As in the case of the well-known Sustainable Seattle 
initiative, indicator projects have often been initiated to track 
progress towards achieving "sustainability;" that is, a more 
holistic view of the community that links and balances 
environmental, economic and social concerns (see Figure 3 
for the diagram used to depict the concept of sustainability 
to MYBI participants). Sustainability-oriented community 
indicator projects, such as the MYBI, employ benchmarks 
that aim to be integrating (i.e., take into account the links 
between the economy, the environment, and society), 
forward-looking (i.e., capable of measuring progress over 
time), distributional (i.e., take into account the distribution 
of conditions within a population or across geographic 
regions), and, most importantly, are developed with input 
from multiple stakeholders in the community (Maclaren, 
1996). 

Figure 3. Sustainability diagram used for MVBI participants. 

The Community Indicator Movement (CIM) is motivated 
primarily by a need to educate the public, to gather 
background information for policy development, and to 
monitor and evaluate the performance of plans and programs 
(Tyler Noms Associates et aI., 1997). This, in tum, reflects a 
sensitivity to preserving the most cherished characteristics 
and priorities of a community. Research on CIM has 
r \ a cd that it faces several challenges and raises several 
import ant ue ti ons (Maclaren, 1996,2001): (1) Can it truly 
meet the ambitious objectives of communities? (2) Can it 
circumvent data shortages to examine all issues of concern? 
(3) Can it interpret the data that it gathers adequately? (4) 
How can it overcome a tendency to make results easily 
understandable to the public through oversimplificati0n? 
There are, regrettably, still many aspects of the "practice" of 
community indicator reporting that still need to be studied in 
detail, including which methodological frameworks and 
approaches are most effective for overcoming the 

challenges/questions li sted above. However, while it is still 
too soon to assess the overall contribution of the CIM, its 
increasing popularity in more and more communities 
indicates that it may be on the right track. 

MVBI Methodology 
The Menomonee Valley Benchmarking Initiative (MYBI) 

was envisioned as an interdisciplinary, collaborative effort to 
systematically track and study the environmental, economic 
and social issues affecting the Valley. Although some 
preliminary work in establishing benchmarks had been 
canied out by the Sixteenth Street Community Health 
Center (SSCHC) in 1999, a partnership was created with the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee in order to draw on the 
kind of scholarly expertise, impartial perspective, and 
information dissemination capabilities of university 
academics. Two project coordinators were responsible for 
guiding the process: a Geography Professor from the 
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, who had been involved 
in two similar community indicator projects in Toronto, 
Canada (Humber Watershed Alliance, 2000; Toronto 
Community Foundation, 2001), and the Environmental 
Projects Coordinator for the SSCHC. The objectives of the 
MVBI are as follows: 

• To raise awareness in the community regarding the 
current state of the Menomonee Valley and the 
progress made towards its revitalization; 

• To create an information clearinghouse on data 
related to environmental, economic, and social 
indicators that can be used to assess the Valley's 
potential; 

• To promote the principles of sustainability in an 
urban context by exploring issues and assembling 
data in a more holistic manner that considers 
economic, ecological and social concerns; 

• To generate a practical synthesis of the raw data for 
the benefit of a wide variety of users; 

• To stimulate research interest in the Valley as a 
complex laboratory for studying urban 
environments. 

There were two specific tasks associated with preparing 
the MVBl report: (l) to identify suitable benchmarks for 
studying the economic , environmental, and social state of 
the Valley; and (2) to gather data for and to prepare the 
report. The specific methods employed, the results that 
emerged, and a critique of their effectiveness are discussed 
below, and are divided on the basis of (1) and (2) above for 
clarity. 

Identification of Priority Issues and Benchmarks for the 
Menomonee Valley 

The first stage in determining relevant indicators involves 
identifying the priority issues and benchmarks to be studied. 
This is the stage that sets the framework for the study. 
Hundreds of potential economic, sociaJ and environmental 
indicators need to be examined in a systematic way in order 
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to identify the most relevant ones. To this effect, three small 
"Indicator Work Group" meetings (1 social, 1 
environmental, and 1 economic) were organized in the fall 
of 2001. Over 40 people, representing key stakeholder and 
community groups, participated in identifying suitable 
benchmarks for the MVBl. This involved ascertaining key 
issues of concern for the Valley first , and then selecting 
specific benchmarks for investigating those issues on the 
basis of their overall relevance, whether they were 
understandable to a larger public, whether they were 
perceivably responsive to change, scientifically valid, and 

Table 1. MVBl Issue & Benchmarks 

able to support or trigger action. The coordinators of the 
study and the stakeholders agreed that the MVBl should not 
focus on historical trends, but evaluate the Valley's future 
progress based on its current state. 

All in all, the Economic Work Group identified 4 key 
issues and 21 benchmarks, the Social/Community Work 
Group identified 4 key issues and 18 benchmarks, and the 
Environmental Work Group identified 4 key issues and 12 
benchmarks (see Table 1 )-all of which can be seen to paint 
a broad sustainability picture of what is important to 
stakeholders. 

ECONOMY COMMUNITY ENVIRO;-;ME:-iT 

Business Arts and Events Water Quality 
• Type of business activity • Number of art installations, • Continuous measurement of: 
• Percentage of businesses under local landmarks or new investments with • Temperature 

ownership significant artistic, architectural or • PH 
• Business headquarters in Valley design merit • Turbidity 
• Annual sales • Number of event facilities & types • Dissolved oxygen 
• Percentage of sales & purchases of events • Conductivity 

from within the Valley and 
Milwaukee Housing Air Quality 

• Advantages & disadvantages of the • Number of residential households in • Air toxins 
Valley the Valley and adjacent census tracts • Ground-Jevel ozone I 

• Owner-occupied versus rental • Fine particulate maner 
Employment housing 

• Employment in the Valley • Housing value as a function of Land Cover & Habitat 
• Employment by business activity distance from Valley • Percent impervious surfaces 
• Income • Household ethnicity • Percent LIee canopy 
• Residential location of Valley • Household income 

employees Flora & Fauna 
• Provision of health insurance Health • Prevalence of select native species 

• Child lead poisoning prevalence • Bird identification and count 
Commercial Property • Asthma hospitalization rates 

• Amount of developed property • Ozone Action days 
• Percentage of land in use, ready for • General and age-specific fertility 

development and underutilized rates 
• Total assessed & average land value 
• Average net rent for property Crime 
• Percentage of local ownership • Number of offenses, by census tract, 

of the following: 
Infrastructure and Access • Vandalism I 

• Number of roads • Simple assault 
• Number of rail lines • Aggravated assault 
• Number of transit stops • Robbery 
• Transit ridership • Burglary 
• Linear feet of sidewalks • Theft (All Categories) 

• Vehicle theft 
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SCI'(!ral imponant implications that can be drawn from 
the above experience with regard to the CIM in general are 
as follows: 

• The use of smaller working groups is an efficient 
and effective way to determine indicators, as long 
as: (I) a broad range of stakeholders are 
represented, (2) the project's objectives are clearly 
defined, and (3) a straightforward strategy is 
established for identifying benchmarks; 

• Organizing groups by domain (environmental, 
economic, social) and then asking them to come to a 
consensus on key issues first, and then to select 
suitable benchmarks for studying them, is an 
effective approach for soning through the enormous 
number of potential indicators. 

• Economic stakeholders agree upon cenain 
"standard" issues and benchmarks to be studied. 
Environmental stakeholders agree upon cenain 
"standard" issues, but less so on the specific 
benchmarks to be measured . There is much less 
agreement among social stakeholders overall. 

• Different groups may define the study area 
differently - e.g. the economic group defined the 
Valley as the large industrial census tract 132 and as 
the "Business Improvement District;" the 
environmental group was interested primarily in the 
ponion of the Valley within the bioregion defined by 
the bluffs (which are also the bounds of census tract 
132); and the community group defined the Valley 
as consisting of the industrial area and its 
surrounding neighborhoods. 

The Menomonee Valley Benchmarking Report 
Preparing the MVBJ repon involved identifying 

stakeholders willing to supply data or gather data, and then 

Table 2. Valley Business & Employment 

to repon the results. While some of the data could be 
gathered from existing sources (e.g., Census 2000, city 
records), a significant amount of it had to be collected "from 
scratch," so to speak. In many corrununity indicator studies, 
a paucity of data will often result in an indicator not being 
selected (Maclaren, 2001). For this reason, it was felt that 
establishing a protocol or making arrangements for future 
data collection was an imponant aspect of the MVBL To 
organize the data collection effon, the coordinators split the 
benchmarks between themselves. The results of the study 
are disseminated through a shon summary pamphlet and 
more comprehensively through the World Wide Web. The 
laller was selected as the principal means for disseminating 
results because it makes them widely accessible, easy to 
update, cost effective to publish, and linkable to related 
initiatives on the Internet. The results, a summary of the 
methods, and the key findings of MVBJ are given below (a 
more comprehensive discuss ion of methods and results can 
be found at www.mvbi.org). 

The State of the Valley Economy. Measuring and 
tracking the state of economic activity in the Valley was a 
central focus of the MVBI. The key issues identified by 
stakeholders for assessing the Valley's economic vitality are : 
(l) the degree of business activiry, (2) the state of 
employment, (3) the number and conditions of commercial 
propenies, and (4) the quality and nature of 
infrastructure/access. Unfonunately, much of the 
information on business activity and employment 
benchmarks for the Valley specifically was not available. A 
comprehensive data gathering effon was thus undenaken 
using a survey method designed by key stakeholders in the 
Economic Work Group that involved a mail survey of 
businesses in the Valley (defined by the group as census 
tract 132 and the Business Improvement District that lies 
within it) and a follOW-Up telephone survey with non
respondents. One hundred and thiny businesses were 

Reported Projects 

Manufacturing 

Service 

Wholesale 
Transport/communications/ 

Electric/Gas/Sanitary 

FinancelInsurancelReal Estate 

Percent of Businesses 

in Category 


30% 


22% 


15% 


14% 

9% 

8.9% 

4% 

3% 

Total 
Employment 

5230 

1229 

199 

292 

902 

1549 

23 

27 

Percent of 
Total Employment 

55.3% 

13.0% 

2.1% 

3.1% 

9.5% 

16.4% 

0.2% 

0.3% 

Public Admin. 1% Not provided Not Provided 

Mining NA NA NA 

TotaVAyerage 9451 

N.B. : Based on survey results 
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contacted and information on ownership, headquarters, 
sales, purchases, and employer opinions about the Valley as 
3 pllace to do business was gleaned in this way. 

All in all, 78 businesses responded to the survey (22 to 
the initial mai ling and 56 to the telephone follow-up). The 
results of the survey allow the MVBI to paint a less grim 
picture of the Valley's economic state than many 
Milwaukeeans perceive it to be. It found that there is a good 
mix of business activity in the Valley among the different 
sectors, although the manufacturing sector continues to be 
the dominant one (see Table 2). Of the businesses that 
responded, slightly over three quarters are locally owned and 
most (72%) are headquartered in the Valley. These 
businesses also support and draw from the local economy, as 
over half of them generated 50% of their sales and made 
over 50% of their purchases from within Metropolitan 
Milwaukee. TIlere is also strong consensus on the 
advantages of locating in the Valley for business (e .g. access 
to freeways, central location and access to labor), but less 
consensus on its disadvantages (e.g., crime, high taxes, poor 
access to business by customers, lack of parking), which 
suggests that these issues can be addressed on a case-by
case basis by working with the affected businesses. 

The information gathered on employment from the 
respondents revealed that 9,451 people work for the 77 
employers (7,96J full time and 1,490 part-time). While most 
of the busine s~es (80%) employ fewer than 50 people, a 
handful (7) employs almost half of the total workforce. 
Moreover, 95% of the jobs in the Valley seem to fall into 
four main ~cctors: manufacturing (55%), retail & 
entertainment (16%), service (J 3%), and construction 
(10%). An average salary of $37,178 was reported , although 
this varied considerably among the sectors. Interestingly, 
participants of both the economic and social working groups 
wanted information gathered on the availability of health 
care benefits and on the number of Valley employees that 
lived in the surrounding neighborhoods. The survey found 
that most full-time employees (88%) receive health care 
benefits, but only 9% of part-time employees do. 
Unfortunately, only 26 employers responded to the question 
on how many of their employees resided in the postal 
districts immediately surrounding the Valley. Answers 
revealed that only one in four of those employees live in the 
surrounding postal districts, with 40% of those living in 
neighborhoods to the north and 60% to the south. 

Obtaining information on commercial properties and on 
infrastructure required gathering new data and integrating it 
with data from an array of existing sources. It was found 
that there is approximately 5.1 million square feet of 
commercial building space in the Valley located on J6 
million square feet of commercial land, with a total assessed 
value of $83,828,250. Building coverage (building area as a 
percentage of lot area) is 32%, which is on the lower end in 
urban areas, suggesting that there is a slight underutilization 
of space. The average lease rate for both industrial and 
commercial property is lower than the Milwaukee average
a fact reflecting the Valley's age and the poor condition of 
many buildings. Nevertheless, rates are relatively high on its 

southeastern edge. As for infrastructure and access, the 
Valley is generally well serviced by road, rail, and transit 
infrastructure, as well as sidewalks. However, the condition 
of infrastructure is poor and the use of public transportation 
is minimal, except in the case of the trolley route to the 
Potawatomi casino. 

The Stale of the Valley Commullity. A meaningful vision 
for a redeveloped Menomonee Valley must take into 
consideration ways of interconnecting new jobs and a 
restored environment with community life. Measuring and 
tracking the state of the Valley community (defined by the 
Working Group as census tract 132 and tho~e directly 
bordering it) involved gathering i:nformation on indicators 
related to such things as recreation, housing. health, and 
crime rates. 

Interestingly, the stakeholders wanted to know more 
about the availability of artistic events in the Valley 
(particularly within the bluffs), because they saw them as 
ways to revitalize its "blighted" image and draw peopl.e into 
the area. Using a broad definition of "art," a number of 
graduate geography students at UWM went to the Valley to 
identify any existing artistic sites and resources. They found 
ten significant artistic works (e.g., the cast iron structures 
that form d00rways to the Valley, the sculpture garden 
owned by Emmpak Foods) and six architecturally signifIcant 
sites (e.g., Potawatomi Bingo Casino, Emmber Lane Bridge, 
the Sixth Street Viaduct). Various "event" sitcs were also 
identified by the students, including the well known 
Potawatomi Bingo Casino and Miller Park Stadium, the 
Hank Aaron State Trail, the Marquette Valley (athletic) 
Fields, the Menomonee River, the 4 Seasons Skate Park, 
Miller Park's parking lots, and Helfaer Field. 

Stakeholders were also interested in determining the 
number of residential dwellings in and around the Valley, as 
well as the characteristics and conditions of the communities 
therein. While few residential homes exist in the Valley itself 
(468 homes in census tract 132), the immediately 
surrounding areas make up some of the most densely 
populated neighborhoods in Wisconsin (I J,660 homes in the 
17 surrounding census tracts). These neighborhoods reveal a 
racial structure that is separated geographically - residents 
to the east and west of the Valley are predominantly white, 
African Americans live to the north, and Hispanic and other 
nationalities to the south. Many of those living in and 
around the Valley live in relative poverty. Median household 
income within the Valley itself is just over $20,000 per year, 
which is less than the surrounding census tracts. 
Furthermore, roughly 74% of those living in the Valley and 
its surrounding areas rent their homes while only 26% are 
owner-occupants. 

Members of the MVBI Work Groups and other 
community stakeholders expressed concern about the strong 
connection between the economic and environmental 
conditions in the Valley and the overall heal th of the local 
community. Currently, these residents face sign ificant he.alth 
risks due to a combination of poor air quaHI)', low income, 
and the substandard quali ty of the aging housing stock. The 
MVBI worked with local and regional health age ncies 10 
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gaIher rehant data pertaining to health and pollution 
indicators identified by the stakeholders: namely, general 
fertility rates, asthma incidence rates, lead poisoning rates, 
and the number of Ozone Action Days in a given ozone 
season (declared when weather conditions combine with 
human activities to increase the risk of elevated 
concentrations of ground level ozone). 

Data indicates that the general fertility rate of those in the 
Menomonee Valley (Census tract 132) and the surrounding 
census tracts, expressed as births per 1000 women of 
childbearing age, was 76.9 in 2001, the most recent year for 
which data was available. This figure is higher than the 
general fertility rates for the City of Milwaukee as a whole, 
the State of Wisconsin and the United States (68 .2, 59.0 and 
67.2, respectively). Age-specific fertility rates were also 
establi hed for the Valley, and found to mirror those for the 
entire City of Milwaukee, showing the highest rates in the 
20-24 age group; 15-19: 73.7 (88.4 city), 20-24 : 101.9 
(126.1 city) , and 25-44: 64.2 (59.8 city) . 

Lead poisoning and asthma incidence rates proved more 
difficult to determine through initial data collection 
attempts. The lead poisoning rate for children age six and 
under (i.e ., having lead blood levels of 10 micrograms per 
deciliter or greater) in the Valley and its surrounding 
neig.hborho ds was at 14.4%. Unfortunately, Lract-specific 
rates are somewhat unreliable due to variability in the 
number of subjects tested for lead blood poisoning in each 
tract. As for aSthma, while it is known that asthma and 
related respiratory ailments are becoming more prevalent in 
cenLral cities throughout the US, it is often difficult to gauge 
the number of individuals who suffer from asthma and, more 
importantly, the number of asthma attacks. Stakeholders 
identified the number of hospitalizations (urgent care or 
otherwise) as the preferred benchmark for evaluating the 
asthma problem in the study area. However, hospitalization 
occurrences represent only a fraction of real asthma attacks 
and, moreover, data collected by area hospitals and urgent 
care centers only provide data of asthma hospitalizations at 
the zip code level. This coarse-grained re solution of data 
makes it difficult to undertake an effective analysis of how 
efforts to renew the Valley are affecting those that suffer 
from asthma. Unfortunately, it is also proving difficult for 
the MVBI to change the methods currently used by area 
health care centers to gather such data . 

Ozone levels also affect respiratory conditions of those in 
the Valley, particularly children, the elderly, and those with 
respiratory disease. Using data collected by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources from monitoring stations 
in :or ar und the Menomonee Valley, the MVBI found that 
10 ( . , . ction Days (OAD's) were declared during 2002 
ozone sta ,In . 

The Stale of (h e Valley Environment. The Menomonee 
Valley has suffered considerably from past environmental 
abuse and degradation stemming from poor land 
stewardship. Redevelopme.nt activities in the Valley should 
thus ensure that environmental conditions (clean air, clean 
water, and a restoration of ecological systems) are taken into 

consideration. The MVBI has begun to develop air, water, 
ecosystem and wildlife mOnltoring networks to better 
understand the state of the Valley environment (defined by 
the working group as the area within the bluffs, which 
conforms largely to census tract 132) and to evaluate the 
impacts of redevelopment on the environmental issues 
identified by stakeholders. 

The MVBI is working with a number of key partners to 
establish a water quality monitoring network that will isolate 
and assess the Menomonee River Valley's contribution to 
overall regional water qUality. Continuous monitoring of key 
water quality parameters at upstream and downstream 
locations will provide critical data on temperature, dissolved 
oxygen, turbidity, pH levels, and conductiviry. It is 
anticipated that this monitoring network will be in place and 
linked to the MVEl website by November 2003 . 

The Valley's central location and its proximity to the 
region's Interstate Highway system expose the Valley to 
significant transportation-related air emissions. The MVBI 
will be working with the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) to analyze data collected in 2002 and 
2003 from local air-monitoring stations to identify 
concentrations of air toxins and small particul ate matter in 
the Valley. In 2002, ground level ozone concentrations 
exceeded federal limits for the I-Hour standard on only one 

occasion (August 11 th) at two of the five local air
monitoring stations maintained by the Dl\lR. However, the 
federal 8-Hour standard for ground-level ozone was 
exceeded several times - one monitoring station saw this 
standard exceeded eight times. 

Land coverage also plays a significant role in 
reconstructing the ecological character of the Valley. The 
amount of land left in a natural state and the type and 
quantity of vegetation will impact storm water management, 
aquatic and terrestrial wildlife, and, in some cases, properry 
values. Analysis of a 2000 aerial photograph camed out by a 
faculty member in the Department of Geography indicates 
that 80% of the Menomonee Valley is comprised of 
impervious surfaces (e .g. buildings, parking lots, other 
pavement, etc.). Not surprisingly, the Valley's urban tree 
canopy covers only 3.7% of the land. 

Due to the paucity of wildlife information for the Valley, 
the MYBl's primary task was to establish an appropriate 
protocol for data collection. One of the first targets of the 
protocol was monitoring bird life, given that the Valley has 
traditionally been an important area for breeding and 
migrant birds. Researchers from a variery of bird 
organizations led by a graduate geography student found 36 
bird species breeding or summering in or near the 
immediate river environs; several of which were not 
anticipated (e.g., the American Redstart, Ovenbird, Least 
Aycatcher). The MVBI will expand the targets of wildlife 
analysis to include additional aquatic and terrestrial species 
surveys that will help tie together a number of 
redevelopment objectives and MVBI issue areas, including 
open space creation, ecosystem restoration and water quality 
improvements . 
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Discussion and Conduding Remarks 
Community indicator reponing activities aim to educate 

the public, inform policy-making effons, and monitor the 
performance of policy-making and other renewal activities 
(Tyler Norris Associates et al., 1997). The MVBI has been 
attempting to achieve all three of these objectives by 
gathering relevant baseline information to suppon them. 
While it is still too early to fully gauge the impact of the 
initiative, some benefits have already emerged. First, the 
MVEl repon has achieved several of the key goals put 
forward at the outset - creating an information 
clearinghouse on Valley data; promoting the principles of 
sustainability in an urban context by linking the economic, 
social, and environmental issues that concern stakeholders; 
and generati1ng a useful synthesis of raw data for the benefit 
of a wide variety of users. In addition, it has brought 
together, in a collaborative effon, disparate stakeholders, 
coordinators, data gatherers, and other panicipants to 

establish a human resources network. 
The initiative has also helped establish protocols for 

gathering new information that, in some instances, are 
viewed with less interest by government and business 
people. In some cases, the MVBI even helped preserve and 
enhance existing monitoring programs, some of which were 
on the verge of being discontinued (as, for example, the 
DNR's air monitoring station in the Valley). Indeed, the 
willingness to gather new information for the MVBl made it 
possible to overcome the data availability obstacle, which 
Maclaren (200 I ) found to be the foremost barrier to 
producing indicators that are considered significant to 
stakeholders. Furthermore, the preliminary focus on 
gathering and describing baseline information, as opposed to 
examining past trends, also helped establish the MVBI as a 

proactive and constructive process. Publishing the study 
results in a simplified manner in a pamphlet and in a more 
comprehensive manner on the web also made it possible to 
avoid problems related to oversimplification. 

The MVBl did however encounter some problems. It 
found, for instance, that indicator reponing is time
consuming and difficult to coordinate given the extent and 
range of data and of its sources. It also found that many 
stakeholders will participate in meetings where indicators 
are to be determined, but that few will turn out for the data 
collection phase, and even fewer for the reporting phase, 
thus passing on the burden to the coordinators. The latter 
should thus garner the commitment of key partners at the 
oulSet and ensure that there is sufficient funding to hire 
students or rc~carch assistants to gather relevant information 
for the report. 

In sum, the MVBI project has shown the workability of a 
multi-disciplinary and sustainability-oriented approach to 
the Valley. In acting as links between various disciplines and 
stakeholders, it shows that geographers can playa central 
role in improving community life. As for the benefits to 
geographers, the community indicator reporting process 
allows faculty and students from different domains of 
geography to become actively engaged as a group in 
community affairs, bringing their particular expertise to hear 
upon them. Communjty indicator reports can also provide 
geography students with an opportunity to collect 
information and extract from it relevant implications for 
study and application. Lastly, community indicator reporting 
allows Geography Departments to raise their profile in the 
local community, indicating to it that their multi-disciplinary 
perspective and their theoretical tools have a "real-world" 
practical val ue . 
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End Notes 

I. A survey conducted by Dun & Bradstreet Inc. in 1975 (City of Milwaukee J975) for the city of Milwaukee found 14,887 
employees in the Valley; from this total however 4,800 employees were missed due to an omission error regarding the Falk 
Corporation and Mill Road. 

II. It should be noted that the boundaries of what constitutes the Menomonee Valley vary. The 1997 estimate covers census 
tract 132. 
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