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Stretching thell

With a region that takes in parts of three states.fth.

afternoon last October
“mnearly 15000
‘people fille

center room
near O’Hare

USGSE

A satellite image of the Chicago
region, where explosive growth
has moved into the surrounding
counties. In October, NIPC
kicked off its Common Ground
project with a regional forum
(opposite) that drew nearly
1,000 people. That same
month, at a Chicago Metropolis
2020 workshop (right),
business, civic, government
leadlers and the general public
were asked to consider the
questions faced by the region

itdng atround
tables in groups of nine or ten, they
used electronic keypads to vote on
issues important to the Chicago re- |
gion. Wireless laptops linked the dis- !
cussion groups to a center table where
a “theme team” drew out common
threads.

By the end of the day, participants
had made clear what they cherished
most in the six-county area: the Lake
Michigan shoreline and the region’s
many town centers. They also set forth

Chicage Meteopolis 2020

over the next 20 to 30 years.



e Boundaries

By Alan Mamoser

a list of 62 “challenges,” ranging from the
region’s shortage of affordable housing to
educational inequality to inadequate stormwater
management systems.

The event was part of a three-year public
planning process called “Common Ground,”
undertaken by the Northeastern Illinois Plan-
ning Commission, the region’s state-man-
dated comprehensive planning agency. The
process will lead to a new regional compre-
hensive plan, the area’s first in 25 years. The
3,700-square-mile region encompasses 273
municipalities stretching along Lake Michi-

s, the Chicago area is ready for some serious planning.

DdiM

gan from Wisconsin to Indiana and far in-
land.

“We will have an open and democratic
planning process, beginning now, through
the diversity of people that we find in this
room,” said Ronald Thomas, AlCP, NIPC’s
executive director. Thomas spent years work-
ing on public participation projects as a con-
sultant to planning efforts in Seattle, Albu-
querque, Washington, D.C., and elsewhere.

NIPC expects to organize two more gen-
eral forums and two multisite electronic town
meetings. A series of smaller working groups
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across the region will help to hammer out -
goals, strategies, and finally, a preferred land-
use scenario for the year 2050. These events
will potentially involve thousands of people,
Thomas says, creating a new regional con-
stituency. “The citizens themselves will shape
the plan.”

The Chicago-area plan, expected to be com-
plete in 2004, may be difficult to implement
given the state’s lack of effective growth man-
agement laws. NIPC’s effort is part of a rising
national interest in regionalism, leading to
new plans in metropolitan areas as different as
New York and Salt Lake City.

\

Superplan

In Chicago, as in other places, regional inter-
est has been spurred by the private sector.
Three years ago, a prominent local lawyer
named Elmer Johnson came out with a slim
volume called Chicago Metropolis 2020: Pre-
paring Metropolitan Chicago for the 215t Cen-
tury. In 120 pages, Johnson laid bare the
region’s shortcomings and argued eloquently
for regional cooperation to address them. The
book was published by the Commercial Club,
the same business executives’ group that had
commissioned Burnham and Bennett’s Plan
of Chicago in 1909.

Johnson describes a region struggling with
the persistent concentration of poverty in the
inner city and consequent educational in-
equality. He sees shortsighted planning on
the suburban horizon, resulting in the decay
of inner-ring suburbs and a predictable rise in
traffic congestion. To deal with these prob-
lems, he calls upon the state to create a strong
regional coordinating council.

Johnson’s document led to the creation of
an organization called Chicago Metropolis
2020. Headed by members of the Commer-
cial Club’s Civic Committee and a small pro-
fessional staff, the group is now working on a
new regional plan, expected to be completed
by mid-year.

Metropolis hired planner John Fregonese
of Portland, Oregon, to provide graphic rep-
resentations of alternate growth scenarios for
the area. The first scenario, unveiled last fall,
showed what the region would be like in 2030
if “business-as-usual” trends continue. Later
this year, Metropolis will present its preferred
alternatives.

The purpose of the graphics, says George
Ranney, Jr., the group’s president, “is to en-
able people to see what can occur if we make
particular choices.” Ranney, a lawyer and former
executive of Inland Steel Industries, led the
effort to create a Chicago-area regional trans-
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A glimpse at the Chicago region under a “business as usual scenario.”

portation authority in the 1970s.

Is Metropolis 2020 competing with NIPC?
Not ar all, says Ranney. Forecast dara from
NIPC have already proved indispensable to
Fregonese's modeling, and at some point the
Metropolis work—possibly including the
graphic representations—will feed directly into
the NIPC plan.

“There’s been a lot of good work on policy
in the region,” says Ranney. “The key now is
to demonstrate what the policy choices mean,
and that requires maps, pictures, and the kind
of visualization that Daniel Burnham brought
into his original plan for the region.”

MPC goes way back

Yet another private group with a strong re-
gional history is the Metropolitan Planning
Council, founded in the 1930s as the Metro-
politan Housing Council. The nonprofit group,
whose original goal was to replace the city’s
slums with well-designed public housing, has

since expanded its mission. Today, it has a
wide-ranging regional agenda that includes
state-level advocacy for growth management
legislation and transportation funding.

In recent years, MPC has organized public
discussions on property tax reform and
Chicago’s zoning code revamp. But where
this group particularly excels is in building
coalitions with the help of its 60 influential
board members.

MPC and NIPC cochair the three-year-old
Campaign for Sensible Growth, which has
brought together dozens of suburban munici-
palities and civic groups to press for growth
management-related legislation. Recent lob-
bying focused on a Live Near Work Act,
which would create a matching fund to help
employees buy homes near their jobs.

This and other pieces failed in the Illinois
state senate, killed by legislators who are re-
luctant to get involved in local land-use deci-
sions. “The current political climate for sen-

sible growth legislation in Illinois is not prom-
ising,” says Ellen Shubart, manager of the
Campaign for Sensible Growth. Nor is much
support expected from Springfield in the fore-
seeable future. Shubart notes that Illinois has
not revamped its planning legislation since
the 1920s.

For now, the campaign has refocused its
efforts on direct work with communities, by,
among other things, conducting workshops
for suburbs seeking ways of expanding their
supply of affordable housing.

Other players

The list of regional advocates includes the
Center for Neighborhood Technology, agroup
of organizers and activist planners who in the
1970s began to implement creative programs
for neighborhood reviralization in Chicago.

CNT was part of the coalition that pressed
for ISTEA legislation in Washington in the
early 1990s, and it continues to push for
regional transportation plans that give equal
weight to transit and the needs of children,
the elderly, and anyone who prefers to live
without a car.

The Leadership Council for Metropolitan
Open Communities, which had its startin 1966
during Martin Luther King’s visit to Chicago,
has played a role in two decades of court-
supervised efforts to desegregate the city’s pub-
lic housing. Among other things, the council
runs a program that helps families make the
transition from public housing projects in the
city to scattered site housing in the suburbs.

In matters concerning the region’s natural
resources, the Openlands Project has played a
key role. The nonprofit group focuses on
acquiring undeveloped lands in northeastern
Ilinois. It worked with NIPC to update a
regional greenways plan in 1997.

Openlands and NIPC are also leaders in
the broad-based Chicago Wilderness coali-
tion, which in 2000 produced the Biodiversity
Recovery Plan, winner of a national APA award.
Chicago Wilderness has done much to raise
awareness of the intact wetlands and prairies
that cover a surprisingly large portion of met-
ropolitan Chicago.

It is groups like these that hold the poten-
tial for reinvigorating regional planning in the
Chicago area. What emerges from NIPC's
Common Ground will provide a framework
for transportation planning and for local land-
use plans. Working together, all of these orga-
nizations can make a real difference.

Alan Mamoser is an associate planner for the North-
eastern lllinois Planning Commission.




