
The Neighborhood Opportunity Fund (NOF) is a small business grant program from the City of Chicago that supports  
catalytic investments in Chicago’s South, Southwest and West sides. Business and property owners may apply for grant 
funding to pay for development projects that support new or expanding businesses and cultural assets. Created in 2016, 
the program is financed by zoning bonus fees from downtown development.

WHAT PROJECTS CAN RECEIVE NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITY FUND GRANTS?

NOF awards grants to projects that have a catalytic impact on the neighborhood and lead to the construction or  
rehabilitation of publicly accessible commercial spaces  or cultural establishments, such as grocery stores, retail shops, 
restaurants, museums and community centers. NOF does not award grants for the construction or rehabilitation of 
residential uses, manufacturing or industrial uses, or places of worship that do not identify commercial as the primary use  
of a project.

Proposed projects must be located within the Qualified Investment Area (QIA), located in the City’s South, Southwest and 
West Sides, to be considered for funding. Please visit neighborhoodopportunityfund.com/map to determine if your project 
is located within a qualifying corridor.

HOW ARE PROJECTS SELECTED?

Applications are prioritized using five key factors, including the ability to have a catalytic impact on a community  
or commercial corridor: 

1.  Location. Applicants must submit projects that are located within the Qualified Investment Area (QIA).

2.  Catalytic impact.   Applicants should submit projects that provide services or goods currently lacking in an area, and specify 
    how their projects will build stronger communities or commercial corridors.

3.  Project readiness.  Applicants should have site control of the project property, or be engaged in the process to obtain site 
    control.  Selected properties should not have significant issues, such as mechanic liens, court orders or past due property taxes.

4.  Project financial feasibility.  Applicants should clearly identify the uses of grant funds and the sources of, 
    or the strategy to obtain, their portion of project funding.

5. Construction implementation.  Applicants should demonstrate a clear and ready path to implementation. 

The City’s Department of Planning and Development reviews all applications and submits them to an Advisory Committee 
comprised of community leaders who represent a cross-section of neighborhoods.  The committee reviews DPD’s   
recommendations for final selection and provides feedback.

IF I AM AWARDED A GRANT, HOW AND WHEN DO I GET THE FUNDS?

NOF funds are issued on a reimbursement basis; therefore, all applicants must demonstrate personal equity holdings of at 
least 25% of the total project cost to compensate for initial project payments. Grant recipients must pay up front for costs 
associated with their project, and provide supporting documentation of those expenditures, in order to receive the funding 
they have been awarded. For information on NOF project support and assistance available to grant recipients, please visit 
neighborhoodopportunityfund.com/grantee-support/.

Grant recipients may begin work on their projects upon receiving a Conditional Award Letter from DPD.  The City will not 
reimburse NOF project expenses incurred by a grant recipient before he/she receives a Conditional Award Letter, nor will 
the City retroactively award grants for projects completed outside of the formal grant process.

HOW LONG DOES A TYPICAL PROJECT TAKE, FROM APPLICATION TO COMPLETION?

Applicants are encouraged to develop their projects in advance of the application deadline. If awarded a grant, projects 
should ideally take 18-24 months to complete. Applications are accepted two times each year, typically during the months 
of January and July. Below is an example of a project timeline beginning during the January application period.

 1 Month (Applicant) | Jan – Feb 2020
  • Develop project
  • Complete Pre-Screener
  • Submit Application (allow approximately two months for decision)

 + 6 Months (Finalist) | Apr – Sep 2020 
  • Submit legal documents
  • Clear Scofflaw
  • Submit project documents

 + 1 Year (Grantee) | Oct 2020 – Oct 2021
  • Receive Conditional Approval Letter
  • Obtain permits
  • Begin construction
  • Take occupancy
  • Begin business operations
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Acceptable Uses of Grant Funds
 
4 Land acquisition and assembly   

4 Building acquisition, demolition and 
    environmental remediation 

4 Security measures 

4 Roofing, façade repair and mechanical system repairs 

4 Architectural and engineering fees 

4  Minor site improvements, such as fencing or planters, 
    when part of an eligible project  

4 Other soft costs associated with eligible hard costs  

Unacceptable Uses of Grant Funds
 
6 Minor repairs and improvements (i.e. painting)  

6  Construction/rehabilitation of residential units or the 
    residential portion of a mixed-use building  

6 Support programs or services 

6  Repairs or improvements to bring a building into 
    compliance with the City of Chicago’s Building Code  

6 Operating expenses  

6 Travel or lodging/hotel expenses 

For more information, visit www.neighborhoodopportunityfund.com 
Want to get in touch?  Email us at nof@cityofchicago.org



HOW MUCH FUNDING DOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITY FUND OFFER?

NOF offers two types of grants: Small Projects (assistance of $250,000 or less), and Large Projects (assistance of more than 
$250,000). The total amount of NOF assistance available to your project depends on its location.  

Small Projects (grants up to $250,000) 

 • Must be located in an Eligible Commercial Corridor 

 •  May also be located within a Priority Investment Corridor and/or an INVEST South/West Community Area 

                (and will receive more credit during the application review process)

Large Projects (grants exceeding $250,000, and up to $2,500,000)

 • May be located inside, or outside of, an Eligible Commercial Corridor

 •  May be located in an INVEST South/West Community Area (and will receive more credit during 

                 the application review process)

 • Must receive City Council approval 

 • Must have a full Redevelopment Agreement that governs the terms of the grant  

 • Must comply with City’s construction requirements (WBE/MBE, Local Hiring and Prevailing Wage)

We encourage applicants to contact us with questions about NOF Large Projects in advance of submitting an application.

For more information on the INVEST South/West initiative, visit www.chicago.gov/investsw.

GRANT STRUCTURE

NOF is a funding partnership, which means that the City provides a grant of funds for a percentage of the total project 
costs, and the applicant provides the remaining funds to reach 100% of total project costs.  Once the project type is  
identified, the base amount of funding can be determined.  
 
New Construction (30%) 
New construction projects are eligible to receive grants of up to 30% of the total project cost. If awarded in full, the  
awardee would assume the remaining 70% of project costs.
 
Rehabilitation of Existing Buildings (50%) 
Rehabilitation projects are eligible to receive grants of up to 50% of the total project cost. If awarded in full, the awardee 
would assume the remaining 50% of project costs.
 

BUILD COMMUNITY WEALTH BONUS

Build Community Wealth Bonuses provide additional funds to eligible projects that support locally-based business and 
property owners, and employment opportunities, ensuring that investments in neighborhoods remain in those  
neighborhoods.  Projects may qualify for either bonus or both bonuses.  

Build Community Wealth Bonus - Local Residency (25%) 
If an applicant maintains his or her primary residency in an NOF eligible area, their project may qualify for the Local  
Residency Bonus. This bonus provides up to 25% of total eligible project costs, and may be applied towards the  
construction budget.  
  
Build Community Wealth Bonus - Local Hiring (25%) 
If an applicant hires new employees who maintain their primary residence in an NOF eligible area, their project may qualify 
for the Local Hiring Bonus. This bonus provides up to 25% of total eligible project costs as a reimbursement for wage  
expenses or training costs if the awardee hires at least two, new, full-time employees, or two Full-Time Equivalent (FTE), 
upon project completion. The two FTE requirement may be fulfilled with multiple employees working at least 20 hours per 
week (at least 60 hours across all part-time employees). Local Hiring bonus funds are reimbursed after a qualifying project 
is completed. The Local Hiring bonus for Large Projects is capped at $250,000.

HOW DO I APPLY FOR A NEIGHBORHOOD OPPORTUNITY FUND GRANT?

We encourage all interested applicants to review the Program Guidelines to understand the program rules, regulations and 
requirements, and to attend an Information Session to learn more about the program and speak to program staff. 
  

THE PRE-SCREENER

If you have confirmed that your project is eligible for the NOF program, you feel that you understand the program, and you 
have developed a project proposal, we encourage you to complete the online Pre-Screener, located on the NOF website 
(neighborhoodopportunityfund.com/apply/). You will need the following information to complete the online Pre-Screener:

 • Project business type (please refer to the Program Guidelines for acceptable types of businesses) 

 • Legal business name

 • Anticipated total project cost (this can be an estimate, but a reliable number is encouraged) 

 • Personal equity available to invest in project (type and amount) 

 • Credit score 

 • Outstanding debt owed to the City of Chicago 

 • Status of project property site control

 • Current level of coordination with architect or contractor 

 • Anticipated timeline for project completion 
 
You must complete and receive a passing score on the online Pre-Screener in order to apply for an NOF grant.
Those who pass the online pre-screener will receive a unique code that will allow them access to the online application.  
Those who do not pass the pre-screener will receive feedback on the portions of the assessment that contributed to their 
score. Those who do not receive a passing score are encouraged to review this feedback and utilize City and partner agency 
resources to improve their score, before attempting to complete the Pre-Screener a second time.
  

THE APPLICATION 

Those who receive a passing score on the Pre-Screener will be sent an email with a link to the online Application, and a 
unique code to access the online Application. You will need the following information to complete the online Application:

 • Applicant contact information  

 • Business information, with supporting documentation 

 • Project property site control, with supporting documentation

 • Project description, including the catalytic impact it will have on the community  

 • Anticipated project costs (hard, soft and acquisition), and proposed uses of funding  

 • Sources of funding project, with supporting documentation 

 • Construction plan 
 
Your application must be completed and submitted IN FULL to be considered for a grant. Applications missing any  
required information will automatically be disqualified from consideration.


