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The landscape of northeastern Illinois is undergoing
a rapid transformation at the suburban fringe. Where
new residents found bucolic pastures only a few years
ago, they now find an expansion of the residential and
commercial developments they sought to escape.

Though this phenomenon is hardly new, either in this
region or elsewhere in the United States, the distance
individuals must travel to find more country-like set-
tings has increased dramatically, bringing this issue to
the forefront of public awareness.

INTRODUCTION
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Suburban expansion has kept pace with changes
in transportation technology since the time of the
horse-drawn streetcar during the mid-19th Century.
The widespread ability of the middle classes to pur-
chase one or more cars in the post-World War II era,
coupled with Federal housing and transportation
policy, made suburban growth inevitable. 

Public policy experts, urban planners, and urban-
ists have expressed concern about unabated sprawl
for many years. As inner-ring suburbs have begun
experiencing problems once limited to the inner
city, city dwellers, suburbanites, and the press have
also begun to question the impact that land develop-
ment policies have on the quality of life. 

Under Pressure: Land Consumption in the

Chicago Region, 1998-2028, the second and final
report of the Strategic Open Lands at Risk
(SOLAR) mapping project, demonstrates  that
sprawl will only worsen in a thirteen-county region
extending from Kenosha to LaPorte if land at risk
of development over the next thirty years is, in fact,
developed. 

If land develops at rates even close to those indi-
cated by the map on pages 16 and 17, population
density in built-up areas will continue to decrease in
all parts of the region but Cook County (where it will
increase slightly). The SOLAR map portrays a future
where farmland continues to disappear, where
towns and villages lose their distinct characters as
sprawl development bleeds their edges, and where
driving times continue to increase. The quality of life
that leads people to the fringes of the urbanized area
will become ever more elusive as suburban develop-
ment consumes the countryside.

Openlands Project

Openlands Project, a non-profit organization
devoted to preserving and protecting public lands in
the Chicago region since 1963, initiated the SOLAR
mapping project to document the rapid and increas-
ing rate of land consumption in the Chicago region.
Openlands completed its first greenways plan in
1992, in conjunction with the Northeastern Illinois
Planning Commission (NIPC), the regional planning
body for the six counties immediately surrounding
Chicago. The greenways plan calls for a linked net-
work of parks and greenways that runs throughout
the region. Although the greenways plan successfully
envisioned a regional open space system and has

led to further public land acquisition, Openlands
determined that traditional methods of preserving
land for public open space could not keep up with
the relentless spread of development. As docu-
mented by NIPC, the population of the six-county
Chicago Primary Statistical Area (PSA) grew by
only 4 percent between 1970 and 1990, while the
amount of land developed increased approximately
46 percent. Preserving open lands for recreation
and conservation would require a different
approach to both open space protection and to the
development process. 

To better understand these trends, Openlands
initiated the SOLAR project. By depicting growth
pressures for two time horizons, 10-years and 30-
years, the SOLAR maps demonstrate the need for
preserving open lands for the public and for reshaping
the policies that now encourage sprawl development.
In providing a regional map, the project establishes
a regional “report card” to track progress  in slowing
sprawl.

While Openlands is primarily concerned about the
effects of sprawl on natural resources, its concerns
about sprawl are not limited to land conservation.
Chicago, like many older American cities, has lost
population while its suburban areas have grown.
(Sprawl can also occur even as the central city and
surrounding suburbs grow, as evidenced by Seattle,
Los Angeles, Las Vegas, et al.) With the decrease in
size of households that has been taking place since
the 1970s, population might well have declined within
central cities, all other factors being equal. However,
central city population loss did not take place by hap-
penstance. It began in the 1950s as federal housing
and transportation subsidies enticed people from city
neighborhoods to the suburbs with low-interest, fed-
erally-backed mortgages and interstate highways.
Racial prejudice played a part, with “white flight”
being a phenomenon that continues to this day.
Demolition of acres of housing followed over the next
decades, when these neighborhoods could no longer
compete in the racially segregated housing market.
Among the results were gaping holes in the fabric of
many inner city neighborhoods. This phenomenon is
not unique to large cities; abandonment and demoli-
tion have occurred in the traditional satellite cities of
the region and in many inner-ring suburbs as well. 

A number of Chicago area policy initiatives are
currently addressing the consequences of urban
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Sprawl, sometimes prefixed by urban or subur-
ban, refers to a pattern of low-density land devel-
opment reinforced by a strict separation of land
uses.  (This type of zoning is known as Euclidean
zoning, in reference to the landmark Supreme
Court case City of Euclid v. Ambler Realty

Company. The Court held in 1926 that Euclid,
Ohio could enforce its zoning code, which required
industrial and commercial uses to be in different
zoning districts from residential areas. Many cities,
and especially suburban communities, adopted
such codes by the 1950s.) Residential neighbor-
hoods are typified by a single housing type (apart-
ments separated from single-family housing), wide
streets (although on-street parking is usually
banned), and cul-de-sacs. Neighborhoods, as such,
are built as independent developments. They usu-
ally remain separate from one another since
streets rarely connect. Commercial areas remain
separate from residential ones, even when virtually
adjacent. To ensure that traffic from commercial

activity does not flow onto residential streets,
commercial buildings are accessible only from a
major street, while shielding themselves from
neighborhoods with landscaped berms. Non-resi-
dential buildings require acres of land, individually
owned parking facilities, and result in large dis-
tances between buildings and between different
land uses. Office campuses, religious institutions,
schools, and shopping centers all maintain care-
fully landscaped lots and generously sized parking
lots. Sprawl has several adverse consequences on
communities.

Sprawl creates social isolation. While many
people move to the suburbs because they perceive
it to be a safer environment, the extreme segrega-
tion of activities fosters isolation and dependence,
particularly for children, the elderly, and the poor,
who cannot afford or are unable to drive. Residents
cannot walk to work or a corner store or the shop-
ping mall, even if these facilities are nearby, because

10

UNDER PRESSURE
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beyond Lincoln Park and Lakeview on the north
side into Edgewater and Uptown, and develop-
ment pressure from Lincoln Park has spread west,
spurring redevelopment of the Cabrini-Green pub-
lic housing project and surrounding blocks. Even
neighborhoods long considered dangerous
because of high crime rates, drug abuse, and
housing abandonment show some signs of rejuve-
nation. Parts of the near West Side, North
Kenwood/Oakland and Woodlawn on the South
Side, and even parts of North Lawndale have seen
new housing constructed over the past few years. 

However, Chicago still has a large inventory of
potential infill sites—10 percent of once-devel-
oped land now lies vacant. The City of Chicago
Department of Planning and Development (DPD)
is now assembling a vacant parcel data file that
will be geocoded to produce maps delineating
actual vacant sites. Although this map has not yet
been completed, the Department was able to pro-
vide a database identifying vacant parcels of one-
half acre or larger by community planning area.
The map at right illustrates a range of vacant
acreage by Chicago community planning area.

These data and maps confirm that Chicago can
accommodate additional population. According to
the DPD database, Chicago has over 9,800 acres
of vacant land. If only two-thirds of that land were
redeveloped for housing, at a relatively low urban
density of 12 units per acre, assuming 2.6 persons
per household (NIPC’s projected household size in
2020), it would enable an additional 203,636 peo-
ple to live in Chicago. This would account for
more than the additional 196,000 people anticipat-
ed to live in Chicago by 2020. (See the population

table on page 9.) Other sites could also be made
available for redevelopment. However, under no
scenario could the city of Chicago absorb all or
most of the anticipated regional growth.

Chicago’s population peaked in 1950 at 3,620,962
persons. If the 2020 projection of 2,917,196 proves
accurate, it would comprise about 81 percent of the
1950 peak. Many things have changed since 1950,
and no one would suggest that we return to the
standard of living of that era. Among the many
changes is household size. In 1950, Chicago’s
household size was 3.19 and living conditions were
crowded. It is highly unlikely that Chicago’s popula-
tion will return to the 1950 number, given both
smaller household size and a market preference for
townhouse and mid-rise, not high-rise housing.
With smaller households than in the past, Chicago

would require roughly the same number of housing
units in 2020 as it had in 1950 to house a population
projected to be 20 percent smaller. For it to accom-
modate more people would require redevelopment
at higher replacement densities, an unlikely sce-
nario under current standards.

Chicago’s renewal should not and will not be
limited to residential growth. The 2020 forecast
estimates that population growth in Chicago would
account for seven and-a-half percent of the six-
county region’s growth since 1990, along with 15
percent employment growth. However, NIPC’s 2020
forecast, which assumes construction of a third
regional airport, shows Chicago’s share of both
population and employment within the six-county
area declining from 38 percent to 32 percent, indi-
cating the bulk of growth will occur in the collar

VACANT ACRES PER
NEIGHBORHOOD
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VACANT ACRES IN CHICAGO

1. ROGERS PARK
2. WEST RIDGE
3. UPTOWN
4. LINCOLN SQUARE
5. NORTH CENTER
6. LAKE VIEW
7. LINCOLN PARK
8. NEAR NORTH SIDE
9. EDISON PARK

10. NORWOOD PARK
11. JEFFERSON PARK
12. FOREST GLEN
13. NORTH PARK
14. ALBANY PARK
15. PORTAGE PARK
16. IRVING PARK
17. DUNNING
18. MONTCLARE
19. BELMONT CRAGIN
20. HERMOSA
21. AVONDALE
22. LOGAN SQUARE
23. HUMBOLDT PARK
24. WEST TOWN
25. AUSTIN
26. WEST GARFIELD PARK
27. EAST GARFIELD PARK
28. NEAR WEST SIDE
29. NORTH LAWNDALE
30. SOUTH LAWNDALE
31. LOWER WEST SIDE
32. LOOP
33. NEAR SOUTH SIDE
34. ARMOUR SQUARE
35. DOUGLAS
36. OAKLAND
37. FULLER PARK
38. GRAND BLVD.
39. KENWOOD
40. WASHINGTON PARK
41. HYDE PARK
42. WOODLAWN
43. SOUTH SHORE
44. CHATHAM
45. AVALON PARK
46. SOUTH CHICAGO
47. BURNSIDE
48. CALUMET HEIGHTS
49. ROSELAND
50. PULLMAN
51. SOUTH DEERING
52. EAST SIDE
53. WEST PULLMAN
54. RIVERDALE
55. HEGEWISCH

56. GARFIELD RIDGE
57. ARCHER HEIGHTS
58. BRIGHTON PARK
59. McKINLEY PARK
60. BRIDGEPORT

61. NEW CITY
62. WEST ELSDON
63. GAGE PARK
64. CLEARING
65. WEST LAWN
66. CHICAGO LAWN
67. WEST ENGLEWOOD
68. ENGLEWOOD
69. GREATER GRAND

CROSSING
70. ASHBURN
71. AUBURN GRESHAM
72. BEVERLY
73. WASHINGTON HEIGHTS
74. MOUNT GREENWOOD
75. MORGAN PARK
76. O’HARE
77. EDGEWATER

1 - 60
61 - 154
155 - 278
279 - 626
627 - 1,351

Source: City of Chicago DPD, 1990





Land Consumption in the Chicago Region 1998-2028

27

The sprawl that characterizes much of northeastern
Illinois, southeastern Wisconsin, and northwestern
Indiana emerged from the convergence of federal,
state, and local tax and development policies, as well
as personal preferences and market forces. The play-
ing field laid out by state planning and zoning
enabling laws, by infrastructure funding requirements,
and by regional agencies whose allocations favor
developing communities over established ones, is an
uneven one that makes sprawl all but inevitable.
Further, this playing field requires municipalities to
compete with one another for land uses that generate
tax base, and allows many to avoid accommodating
undesirable land uses. (It has even generated its own
slang, with NIMBY, or “not in my backyard,” and
LULU, “locally unwanted land use,” becoming part of
the lexicon.) 

Public policy has had a profound effect on both
the pace and direction of land consumption in the
Chicago region over the past 50 years. During this
time our region has effectively promoted urban
growth in rural areas, where state and federal high-
way construction, housing policies, and financing
have made inexpensive land at the urban fringe both
accessible and affordable. At the same time that
money has been available for infrastructure at the

urban fringe, it has been unavailable for rehabilitating
existing infrastructure or financing older housing. 

The balkanized approach to governance requires
municipalities to compete for fiscal resources, with
growing communities and declining ones vying for
the same tax-generating land uses. While municipali-
ties became skilled at attracting development and
annexing lands to accommodate revenue-driven
urban growth, preserving open space, farmland, and
natural resources took the back seat. The result has
been 50 years of rapid land consumption with little
attention paid to natural resource protection and
growth management. 

The phenomena of rapid urban growth, land con-
sumption, and other growth related problems are not
unique to the Chicago region. However, the lack of
coordinated planning and state leadership in
resource protection, land use, and urban growth poli-
cy is notable. Local control in decision-making, the
proliferation of local governments and other taxing
bodies, and competition for property tax dollars in
Illinois have made coordinated planning difficult, at
best. The State of Illinois has no statewide policy on
land use or formal role in coordinating local land use
planning. Furthermore, it lacks procedures to coordi-
nate activities among state agencies that affect devel-

Shaping Regional Growth



UNDER PRESSURE

28

opment. Individual state agencies pursue narrowly
defined programs and consider the effect of their
actions on land use only as an afterthought, if at all. 

A number of states have taken a leadership role in
developing statewide land use goals that shape urban
growth and protect natural resources. New state
planning legislation has introduced a variety of new
opportunities for states, including: 1) adopting
statewide land use and planning goals; 2) creating a
review process for developments of regional impact;
3) linking provision of public services to land use
goals; 4) focusing state capital expenditures on tar-
geted growth areas; 5) defining urban growth bound-
aries; 6) coordinating state agency decisions and
other land use related actions; and 7) requiring local
planning and establishment of standards and a
review process for local planning. 

Maryland’s Smart Growth and Neighborhood
Conservation Act of 1997 has received much attention
since its passage. The Smart Growth Act aims to man-
age future growth by focusing state funding in desig-
nated growth areas, and refusing to allocate state
funds to pay for growth related infrastructure outside
of “priority funding areas.” Priority funding areas
include designated growth areas in existing communi-
ties and areas where economic development is a state
goal. At the same time Maryland has dramatically
increased funding for the state’s two land acquisition
programs, Project Open Space and the Rural Legacy

Program. 

In 1973, the State
of Oregon passed
statewide planning
legislation that estab-
lished the Land
Conservation and
Development
Department and
Commission (LCDC)
to develop and
implement statewide
planning goals.
Local plans must
conform to the
statewide planning
goals and are subject
to review and
approval by the
LCDC. Perhaps most
notably, local plans
must designate 20-
year urban growth

boundaries. Lands outside of the urban growth
boundaries are placed in an exclusive agricultural
zone where neither urban development nor infra-
structure extensions are allowed.

In the spring of 1998, Tennessee enacted a com-
prehensive state growth policy that calls for designa-
tion of urban growth boundaries for municipalities.
Not as stringent as Oregon’s, the legislation allows
some growth in unincorporated areas. The law calls
for the establishment of coordinating committees in
each county that will develop county-wide growth
plan. These plans will include urban growth bound-
aries for each municipality. Other states that have
enacted notable and innovative land-use programs
include Florida, Washington, Vermont, Rhode Island,
Georgia, and Hawaii.

Florida, Vermont, Delaware, and Georgia have
established procedures for reviewing developments
of regional impact (DRIs). DRIs typically consist of
large-scale developments that affect more than one
unit of government, such as  multi-building office
parks, hotel complexes, and so forth. Both Florida
and Vermont have significant state authority to modi-
fy, appeal, or even reject proposals for such develop-
ments. In Delaware and Georgia, DRIs are subject to
state and regional review. 

Finally, New Jersey created a state planning
commission in 1986 to establish a statewide
“development and redevelopment plan,” which
designated conservation lands and identified areas
where development and redevelopment should be
encouraged. New Jersey’s “cross acceptance” pro-
vision establishes a process for coordinating
statewide goals with local plans. In November of
1998, voters in New Jersey passed a constitutional
amendment that will dedicate $98 million a year
to finance open space acquisition, farmland
preservation, historic preservation, and recre-
ational development. 

Just as public policy has been influential in pro-
moting damaging land-use practices, loss of open
space and community decline, new land-use and
regional-growth policies can help to shape
growth, protect open space and build community.
The Chicago region can benefit from policies and
initiatives similar to those launched in other states
and regions across the country. However, these
new policies for managing and directing redevel-
opment and growth must be adapted to address
the specific conditions and challenges of the
Chicago metropolitan region.

Conservation developments, like Prarie Crossing in Lake
County, IL, preserve natural areas by clustering houses.

photo: Terry Evans
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Capital programming should otherwise be consis-
tent with goals of the State Land Preservation
Program, Agriculture Areas Conservation and
Protection Act, the Farmland Protection Act, and
established statewide land use goals. 

3) Provide incentives to local governments with
zoning authority to develop and adopt comprehen-
sive plans and zoning ordinances that are consistent
with statewide goals. Similar efforts should be
undertaken in Indiana and Wisconsin to coordinate
land-use planning and establish statewide land-use
goals and capital programming priorities. 

III. Establish a New Metropolitan Planning
Organization for the Chicago Region

A new regional planning organization should be
established that combines the functions and goals
of the Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission
(NIPC) and the Chicago Area Transportation
Study (CATS). This new agency would be desig-
nated the region’s Metropolitan Planning
Organization (MPO) for federal transportation
funding purposes. It would ensure coordination
between land use and transportation plans and
would give priority to transportation improvement
projects that encourage transit-oriented develop-
ment and land conservation. Goals should be
established to reduce regional vehicle miles trav-
eled and the MPO should provide greater funding
to maintain and improve the region’s public transit
system to reach this goal. Current regional trans-
portation plans simply reflect the collection of
transportation system improvements proposed by
counties, municipalities, state agencies and trans-
portation providers. Future regional transportation
plans should be developed to achieve statewide
land use goals, and should be consistent with the
goals of the state land preservation program,
Agriculture Areas Protection Act, and the Illinois
Farmland Protection Act.

IV. Create a Tri-State Regional Task Force
to Coordinate Growth Management
Efforts

A tri-state regional task force should be estab-
lished by the governors of Illinois, Indiana, and
Wisconsin to examine ways to better coordinate
growth management efforts, policies and actions
between the three states. The task force should

include citizens, elected officials, and representatives
from state agencies, county planning commissions
and regional planning commissions. 

Growing Greener at the County and
Municipal Level

The recommendations in the preceding sec-
tion call for action at the state and/or federal
level, but counties and municipalities also play
a significant role in shaping growth. Growing
communities should re-think their current com-
prehensive plans to promote sustainable devel-
opment. This type of development seeks to con-
centrate new growth around existing centers and
limit development in outlying areas. By encour-
aging more compact growth, communities can
protect sensitive natural areas, preserve open
space between towns, and create pedestrian
friendly communities. 

Plans and development regulations should
offer incentives to encourage compact, mixed-use
development. Impediments to infill development,
redevelopment and higher density traditional
neighborhood development should be identified
and removed. Incentives could include density
bonuses for conservation design and cluster
development.

Municipalities should update comprehensive
plans and zoning and subdivision ordinances to
require open space and resource protection as a
first step in site design. Municipalities should
require donations of land for recreation purposes,
or fees in lieu thereof, as part of the subdivision
approval process. County and municipal govern-
ments should protect proposed regional greenway
corridors and include implementation of the
Northeastern Illinois Regional Greenways Plan in
county and local land use plans. Efforts should be
made to link the Northeastern Illinois Regional
Greenways Plan to greenways in neighboring
Illinois, Indiana, and Wisconsin counties.

County and municipal officials should adopt
exclusive agricultural zoning and, where currently
in place, aggressively uphold it to protect high
quality farmland. Minimum lot sizes in agricultural
zones should be consistent with the typical size
of farming operations in that county. Variances to
zoning requirements should be granted rarely. 






