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Road to llliana paved with poor decisions
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The Chicago region emerges from a rough winter not only
with thousands of potholes to fili but with a crater-size gep in
its credibility to discern goed transportation projects from
bad ones. When the pofitical storm surmounding the
proposed lllizna Tollway cleared in Octaber, Hinois
taxpayers were left on tha hook to pay potentiatly tens of
milifons of dollars in costs not covered by the project's
hoped-for private financing. Waether or not you agree with
us that the Ilianz plan is flawed — its problems are
summarized well in @ Crain's editorial published last month
{“Hliana paved with costly consequences™ — we think it
is indisputable that the manner in which it was approved
points to a serious problem in the decision-making
processas in place,
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Responsibifity for approving the llliana fell into the purview of  parresan name change

the Chicage Melropolitan Agency for Planning. CMAP was

wall-prepared to evaluale it, having spent years crafting a .

broad consensus pian called Go To 2040, a framework that seeks to bind transportation
spending to a larger set of regional quality-of-life and economic development goals. its “fiscally
constrained” transportation component ensures that major projects are in line with funding that is
reasonably expected, and that such projects are in clear alignment with these goals,
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In order t0 become eligible for federal funding and open up a bidding process, the (liana had to
eam fis way onto the plan's select priority list. CMAP staff lookad at it and wasn't convinced,
judging it to be not in accord with Go To 2040's regional priarities. And last fall the CMAP board
concurred, standing behind its adopted plan even in the face of strong pressure from IHinois Gov.
Pat Quinn.

NO FINAL AUTHORITY

The issue should have ended there, but in our region, it's never that simple. The CMAP board, with
representatives of Chicagoe and seven suburban counties, doesn't have final authority to approve or
block projects on the basis of whether they are in, or even broadly consistent with, the regional
plan. That authorily falls to another commitiee housed within CMAP, the so-called MPO Policy
Committes, which is the federally designated Metrapolitan Planning Organization for the region, It
has strong links to 1he lllinois Depariment of Transpertation and the governor, This committes is a
legacy of a time when we had an agency for fand planning and another for transportation planning
~— an era that-ended with CMAP's creation.

To the chagrin of the board, and in spite of the technical arguments against it, the MPQ committee
approved the llliana. Let's hope such wayward decisions are an aberration. CMAP, now about 10
years old, is conducting its work wilh increased confidence. The agency has built a sirong staff that
shows an impressive capatity for research and planning on local and regional levels, SMAP has
shown growing willingness te take positions on crilical regional issues, such as the evahsation of
the benefits of congestion pricing. It deserves better.

The episods reveals that we have much work to do before we put behind us the disjointed
approach to planbing that has dogged us in the past. Gredit to the govemor for recently launching
an exploration about improving the governance of our transit system.
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When it comes to choosing projects of regional sighificance, however, we cleardy need a similar
discussian, lest we buy more {emons like the liliana.

Joe Schwieterman, lefit, is direcior of the
Chaddick Institute for Metropalitan
Develapment at DePaut University. Alan
Mammaoser is a Chicago-based writer and
regional planner. Both are co-aulhors of
"Beyond Burnham: An Hlustrated History of
Planning for the Chicago Region.”

What do you think?

NOTE: Cramn's Chicago Business has changed commenting platferms. Readers may conlinue te post
eonuments if iogged in usmg Iheir existng ChicagoBusiness com credentials. Bul now. readers may alsa log in
using theh social media crodentials and eledt lo share heir ChicagoBusiness.com comments wilh frignds on

their designaled social media pages.

The commenter section of Crain's Chicago Buslness is an opportunity for our readers to
start a dialog on our content. While we don't require you to use your real name, we do ask
that you participate as though you were — that is, keep the conversation civil, stay on topic,
avolid profanity, vulgarity and personal attacks, and please don't pest commercial or self-
promotional material. We will remove comments that violate these standards.
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