Members of the Commission - I am embarrassed by the flawed public process conducted by the Department of Planning and Development regarding the repeal of the PMD and the proposed massive redevelopment of the North Branch Industrial Corridor.

Planners of this city can and must do better by our citizens. 

We need transparency, intelligence and the highest commitment to best practices when it comes to urban planning. Unfortunately, we are falling far below that mark.

It is beyond foolish to place in developers hands the discretion to decide where and how much park land should be required in an area flanked by park-starved neighborhoods. 

And, it defies belief to suggest that bike paths and narrow river walks are adequate substitutes for Chicago families seeking open areas for team sports and community gatherings. This City has the imagination and skill to create a significant public park for the benefit of neighborhoods on both sides of the river.

It's alarming to realize the fees associated with density amount to giving away the north side for pennies on the dollar during a time of financial duress.

And given the purpose of today’s meeting, the glaring inadequacies of the process, I believe, fail to pass reasonable legal muster.

Let me start by reading a portion of a letter dated shortly after July 11 that I sent to DPD seeking another, public meeting in my Ward to address fundamental questions that taxpayers have been asking, in vain,  for over a year and culminating last week, on July 11 in  6 separate, simultaneous meetings that all failed to achieve even the barest standards of candor or meet the very clear criteria of the law governing this body’s deliberations today. 

To the Department of Planning and Development:

"...the meeting itself produced more questions than answers.  The representatives who came... were either unwilling or unable to answer basic questions ...about the type of zoning that would be permitted at the site of the former PMD.    Residents of the neighborhood, and particular residents within the 250 foot radius of the properties to be rezoned, are entitled to understand what types of zoning could be allowed. "

We should have grave concerns about the propriety of a public meeting at which the basics of the reason for the public meeting are not divulged.  Let me be clear to this commission – EVERY question about the repeal of the PMD and what could replace the PMD was not answered , with DPD representatives refusing to answer or claiming they were not prepared to answer.  As a result, I requested an additional public hearing before the final rezoning is approved, and that request has been ignored, in the same fashion in which my constituents’ questions were.

To make the point more clear, not one item that Ms. Gorski  or Ms. Selke reviewed with you today was shared at our public meeting.

The hypocrisy of this approach is more glaring when you consider that during the framework planning process, when we asked how bonuses for upzoning would work, we were told that that question had to await the enacting ordinance, and now that the ordinance has been proposed, we are being told it was handled in the framework. This is a glaring example of “hide the ball.”
In fact, at these meetings, no presentation was given – instead citizens were told to ask questions, a black box approach. We use greater public scrutiny when discussing development of a single 25 by 125 foot city lot. And this is a staggering 800 acres on the some of the choicest waterfront in all of Chicago. 

This impacts anyone who lives, shops, eats, seeks entertainment or works east of the Chicago River from Fullerton to Kinzie.   Yet,  the public was given no information on the factors that led to this proposal to repeal the PMD  and no information how much density will be allowed in exchange for the so-called "density fees."

How are these fees justified against the value being created once the PMD is lifted?  Just outside the Corridor, in Lincoln and Wicker Parks, for example, the calculated worth of buildable square feet is twice as high as what these vague bonuses will net the city.
 Why are we selling off the north side so cheaply?  And what are taxpayers really getting for the added traffic, congestion and drain on city services this new zoning triggers? 

What kind of river and park access will exist beyond the narrow shadows of new high rises? How will this impact the quality of life for 300-thousand people surrounding the Corridor? These taxpayers are already paying for strained city services and over utilized parks.

Every resident has the right to know how a zoning change affects them, especially those living nearest the Corridor. Yet, the city has failed miserably to honestly disclose what is coming for these citizens, even those living within 250 feet and how will impact their communities for decades to come

Zoning is supposed to provide certainty. But, zoning without clear vision, definition and standards is not zoning at all -it's haphazard, inferior one-off development.  There is no master plan for 800 acres in a World Class City. That is wrong.

FURTHER, these meetings failed to meet any of the YOUR  criteria, as outlined by the ordinance governing this Plan Commission.  Indeed, the process for ending a PMD is the same as that for creating one.  Yet even this Commission was not given the evidence of the factors required by the ordinance, much less the public.  For example,
- industrial viability, 

-the proportion of the land in the district currently in industrial use and how much is in non-conforming use

 -and the nature and size of recent and planned public and private investments in the district. 

The full list of criteria is long.  Again, let me be clear – not one of these criteria was listed, explained or divulged to people who came to the so-called public meetings.
One of my constituents summed it up saying, "if you can't tell us what you propose why should we support disbanding the PMD?" Obscure governance must not be tolerated, it must and will be challenged.

Finally, even the notice of these meetings was improper.  The Code states that notice must be given “for the purpose of explaining the proposal and soliciting comments on it.”  The notice mailed to residents within 250 feet did not expressly state that comments would be sought.  That kind of omission highlights the arrogance of DPD’s approach here.  In our decades long participation in public zoning matters, our constituents have never seen a government meeting at which no information was shared and no questions answered. 

A reporter today headlined her story,

"Is the North Branch Industrial Corridor Ordinance a Done Deal? What's the Rush?"

I ask this Plan Commission to reflect on those questions very carefully. If you do, you will defer this proposal in order to foster a more fair and inclusive process that will create public confidence and support. Chicagoans today and for generations to come deserve an extraordinary and beneficial redevelopment and you have the power to ensure it is.

