Wal-Mart opens doors in Chicago ; West Side store is 1st in city for retailer; company eager to add more; [Chicago Final Edition]
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Wal-Mart Stores Inc. opens its first Chicago store Wednesday, the culmination of a four-year effort to enter the city limits.

The world's largest retailer is counting on the West Side store to generate enough excitement to pave the way for the company to open more stores in the city, even as community groups and labor leaders continue to fight the company's expansion plans.

"We're definitely going to aggressively pursue more sites," said Todd Libbra, regional general manager and vice president of operations for Illinois. "I would be disappointed if it took another four years to open the next one."

The 142,000-square-foot store sits on the site of a former Helene Curtis shampoo factory in the Austin neighborhood at 4650 W. North Ave., and it marks a series of firsts for the Arkansas-based retailer.

It is the first Wal-Mart store with a green roof, a low- maintenance lawn covering half of the structure, required as part of Mayor Richard Daley's environmentally friendly green building initiative.

It is the first to lease space to a local restaurant. Uncle Remus Chicken, a family-run fried chicken business popular in Austin, has a branch inside of the store.

It is the first to participate in the company's new "jobs and opportunities zone," a plan to work with local businesses to bring investment to inner cities.

And it is one of the first few Wal-Marts to tout new interior signs aimed at making it easier to shop. Color-coded navigational signs visible from the entrance designate departments from apparel to electronics, a feature made popular by rival Target Corp. Likewise, images of models in clothing decorate the apparel areas, allowing shoppers to gauge quickly what is on the racks.

The store also features wider aisles, wood floors in select departments and lower shelves. As part of Wal-Mart's latest effort to customize merchandise to the community, the store carries items targeted to Hispanic and African-American residents of the neighborhood, in particular dolls, cosmetics, hair-care products, food and CD selections.

Eduardo Castro-Wright, the CEO of Wal-Mart U.S., walked through the store late Tuesday morning to make sure everything was in order, a nod to the store's significance as Wal-Mart attempts to enter more cities. Wal-Mart operates 3,256 traditional discount stores and SuperCenters in the U.S., but only 85 of those stores are in the 20 largest U.S. cities.

To that end, Wal-Mart officials are working on setting up meetings with city Department of Planning and Development Commissioner Lori Healey in the next few weeks to discuss the retailer's plans for Chicago. Wal-Mart has also approached Daley's staff to request a meeting with the mayor to talk about Wal-Mart's expansion plans.

It's a step that Wal-Mart officials didn't take when they first began looking in Chicago five years ago.

"We'd like to know what their wishes are and get their buy-in," said Libbra.

Department of Planning spokeswoman Constance Buscemi added, "We're anxious to talk to them and they're anxious to talk to us. They're interested in expanding in Chicago and we want to get an idea how many stores they're thinking of and where."

Libbra declined to say how many stores Wal-Mart plans to build in the city. In the past, Wal-Mart officials have said the city could support up to 20 stores. It is believed the retailer would like to build at least five.

Daley vetoed a law this month that would have required big-box retailers, including Wal-Mart, to increase the minimum wage and benefits they pay their workers, a move seen as paving the way for Wal-Mart to expand.

Two years ago, the Chicago City Council used zoning laws to keep Wal-Mart from building at 8301 S. Stewart Ave. on the South Side at the site of a former Ryerson Tull Inc. steel plant.

Wal-Mart critics have put up roadblocks to Wal-Mart's urban expansion, charging the company does a poor job at taking care of its employees.

"Our feeling is that if they have a good opening, they should make plenty of money and they can afford to pay a living wage and health benefits," said Madeline Talbott, chief organizer of the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now in Chicago, a leader in the "living wage" movement and a vocal Wal-Mart critic.

Wal-Mart officials estimate the Austin store will contribute more than $2 million a year in city and county taxes.

Ald. Emma Mitts (37th), a key force in bringing Wal-Mart to Austin, was at the store Tuesday pointing out the 450 jobs the store brings to a district that has been hurt by manufacturing shutdowns. A Menards home-improvement store is scheduled to break ground across the street on the land once occupied by a Unilever plant, and CVS, Aldi and Starbucks are looking at opening stores at the site.

The stores will give an economic boost to the neighborhood, she said. The median income in Austin is $38,386, and the median household net worth is $59,894, according to City of Chicago market statistics.

"I think I've completed my vision," said Mitts. "It's been a long time coming."

