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 January 5, 2011 
 

Uses for vacant MPS properties must protect taxpayer interests 
More than a dozen sites targeted for redevelopment, or re-use 

 
Milwaukee Public Schools has 13 buildings that are currently empty, and listed as surplus.  

This number varies from what you may have recently read in the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 

when an article inaccurately listed 27.  

The paper mistakenly listed as “empty buildings” a total of 14 properties that are NOT 

empty.  They include three properties that are currently leased and in use (Morse, Thurston Woods 

and 76th Street School), and two properties that are occupied by current MPS programs (Sarah 

Scott and the Delaware Service Center). The reporter erred in listing Robinson Middle School, 

which has been sold, and will be renovated for residential housing by a developer who has 

successfully earned federal tax credits.   Three other buildings that were named in the article are 

actually tabbed for redevelopment (88th Street, Isaac Coggs, and Lee).  The article inexplicably 

listed a vacant land parcel as an “empty building”.  That is the Custer Playfield, a parcel that has 

been on the market for some time. Included, too, was Fritsche Middle School, which will be open 

to students again in 2011. 

Though the list of vacant buildings is considerably smaller than what was reported in the 

newspaper, MPS wishes it were not in the position of holding vacant buildings.  In a real estate 

market that is anything but robust, the district is in a position that is shared by many property 

owners –that of facing a down market in a flagging economy. Members of the Milwaukee 

Common Council know this challenge well; the Council took steps last month to institute a vacant 

property registry to better track foreclosed or abandoned homes, which some have estimated to 

number well over 4000.  Vacant and un-cared for properties are a scourge on neighborhoods.  

They are a blight and often become a danger when they become homes to squatters or criminals.  

We know this is true.  Our students often must walk by these buildings on their way to and from 

school.  We wish our children were not exposed to these dangers.  

Here is where MPS differs significantly from many other property owners who are eager or 

unable to sell: the district actively cares for its surplus properties.  We heat the buildings. We 

check them regularly, cutting the grass and removing snow. These are the things our neighbors 
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want us to do, and the maintenance is something we are proud to perform, because we know the 

importance of protecting taxpayers’ investments.  The City of Milwaukee does not pay for the 

maintenance costs of vacant buildings. 

Our strategy to date has been to reoccupy the buildings when possible with students the 

district can count for state aid purposes.  The preference, under this strategy, is to reoccupy the 

building with a high-performing academic program, the type of which is sometimes offered by 

charter schools.  In these scenarios, our goal is to recover the cost of operating the building, not to 

make a profit.  MPS is doing precisely this in leasing the former Morse Middle School building to 

the Hmong American Peace Academy, a school with a charter contract with the district. Another 

example:  the high-performing Carmen High School, which is another MPS charter, occupying the 

former Walker Middle School.  The district recovers from Carmen the cost to operate the space. In 

the past six months, the Board of School Directors has authorized three new charter schools to 

open in September 2011.  There will be more charter proposals to come. 

The second strategy the district has used is to pursue redevelopment.  We can offer the 

example of Robinson Middle School which has been sold to a developer planning 64 units of 

senior and residential housing, and the construction of 14 senior rent-to-own homes on the 4.5 acre 

site.  We think that is a grand use for the school originally named for the stand-out ball player 

Jackie Robinson, and a fine addition to the little Milwaukee neighborhood at 37th and Fond du Lac 

known as Roosevelt Grove.  

“To those who say the district should work with the City of Milwaukee in the disposition 

of its surplus property, we say that we have been working with the city, and happily so,” said MPS 

Superintendent Gregory E. Thornton.  The City’s Department of City Development (DCD) has 

been instrumental in the listing of properties and the search for developers.  

There are those who suggest that MPS buildings should be provided, free of charge to 

other educational institutions, in particular, to schools operated under the Milwaukee Parental 

Choice Program.  It has been a position of the Board of School Directors to avoid sales or leases 

of district buildings to competing schools because these schools enroll students who are not 

counted for state aid purposes, thus increasing the burden on taxpayers.   

 It is critically important to not lose sight of a greater issue, the issue of funding for schools.   

Because the state has consistently refused to fix the funding flaw related to the school-voucher 

program, an increase in voucher enrollment means an unfair increase in the amount of property 
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taxes that Milwaukee residents have to pay.  Anyone who cares about the taxpayers in Milwaukee 

needs to help fix the voucher funding system before entertaining the thought of putting voucher 

schools in MPS buildings.  

The Voucher Tax placed on Milwaukee property owners totaled over $50 million this past 

year.  This Voucher Tax was applied in addition to the taxes that funded the Milwaukee Public 

Schools system.  The tax will climb higher with increased enrollment in the voucher schools.  

Because of this bad state policy, an effort to sell or provide buildings to voucher schools will 

increase taxes on Milwaukee property owners, and adversely affect the resources for MPS 

students. 

It must be pointed out that voucher schools themselves are not immune from closure.  In 

every year since the program began, schools in the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program have 

gone out of business, including a total of 17 in the past year alone.  Without an all encompassing 

vision for education in the City of Milwaukee, and without accountability and controls that extend 

to vouchers schools as they already do to Milwaukee Public Schools, can anyone know what is a 

safe bet for a property lease? 

There are no easy solutions, but the district can offer a reassurance.  MPS has 13 excess 

buildings it is maintaining, and for which it is actively pursuing new uses that either return money 

to taxpayers, or at least, that will protect their interests.   

 Milwaukee Public Schools is the largest public school district in the State of Wisconsin. 

Visit MPS on the Web at www.milwauke.k12.wi.us  

 
 


