
Robbins
 Economic Development  
Vision and Strategy

Recommendation Report 
2009

Report from the Metropolitan Planning Council Robbins Task Force 
Convened Summer 2008

Community  
Building  
Initiative



Table of Contents

Background ....................1
Recommendations ..........4
Robbins ..........................5
Robbins Action Steps ......7 
Next Steps ....................15
Appendix ......................16

Project Partners
Metropolitan Planning Council Robbins Task Force 
David Silverman, Task Force Chair – Partner, Ancel Glink  
Ivan Baker – Director of Economic Development, Village of Tinley Park, Ill. 
Rob Bond – President, Bond Companies 
Christopher Burke – President, Christopher B. Burke Engineering, Ltd. 
Ken Cluskey 
Dorothy Foster – Sr. Regional Community Relations Director, Nicor 
Scott Goldstein – Principal, Teska Associates, Inc. 
Steven McCullough – President/CEO, Bethel New Life, Inc. 
 
Ed Sitar – Economic Development Manager, ComEd 
Chuck Smith – President, Arete 3

Metropolitan Planning Council Project Staff 
Josh Ellis, Associate 
Joanna Trotter, Manager, Community Building Initiative

Funders
Community Building Initiative 
Bank of America 
Chicago Community Trust 
Grand Victoria Foundation 
S.B. Friedman & Company

Metropolitan Planning Council  
The Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation 
The Harris Family Foundation 
The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 
The McCormick Foundation

Metropolitan Planning Council

Community Building Initiative
Formed in 2005, MPC’s Community Building Initiative 
provides community assistance to: provide solutions to 
development challenges faced by communities; test and 
refine policies and strategies; provide models for other 
communities; and create a network of regional partners 
and contacts.



Robbins
 Economic Development  
Vision and Strategy 

Background

The Calumet River Corridor Economic Development Vision and Strategy was created in 
2007. It is the culmination of many months of joint planning by the Chicago Metropolitan 
Agency for Planning (CMAP), Business Districts, Inc. (BDI), Vandewalle & Associates, and 
South Suburban Mayors and Managers Association (SSMMA). 

The strategy establishes a “framework for development and investment in the seven south 
suburban communities that comprise the Calumet River Corridor.” The strategy is facili-
tated by a branch of SSMMA, the Chicago Southland Economic Development Corporation 
(CSEDC). These seven communities – Blue Island, Burnham, Calumet City, Calumet 
Park, Dolton, Riverdale, and Robbins – came together to create a single voice with which 
to build external relationships, market development opportunities, and “build the capacity 
of each community to support local planning and economic development efforts.” 

CSEDC reached out to the Metropolitan Planning Council (MPC) to support one of the 
key goals outlined in the strategy: an Economic Development Academy designed to build 
municipal staff capacity, demonstrate new tools and techniques, and apply new skills in the 
context of priority projects. Through its Community Building Initiative (CBI), MPC provides 
technical assistance to forge solutions to development challenges faced by communities. CBI 
tests and refines policies and strategies, creates models for other communities to adapt for 
their own purposes, and creates a network of regional partners and contacts. CBI deploys 
task forces composed of planners, engineers, economic developers, architects, land use 
lawyers, and other experts who volunteer their time and expertise.

To foster shared learning and ground the exercise in reality, MPC worked with CSEDC and 
the Center for Neighborhood Technology (CNT) to identify two priority sites within the seven 
communities1 – the area around the Robbins Metra station, and an underutilized industrial 
tract in Calumet City – to serve as prototypes for broadly applicable economic development  
 
1  Identified in the Calumet River Corridor Economic Development Vision and Strategy 
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This zoning map resulted from collaboration between 
Robbins staff and CSEDC. By developing expertise in 
such mapping services, CSEDC can greatly expand 
the economic development capacity of its constituent 
communities.

Source: South Suburban Mayors and Managers 
Association

best practices. This report describes the process and recommendations for the Robbins 
Metra Station area. The goal was to demonstrate how the practices and lessons from a 
specific development opportunity could be transferred throughout the seven communities 
and applied elsewhere. Over the course of two working sessions, on March 17 and July 25, 
2008, MPC’s Robbins Task Force met to:

 •Visit the site to get a first-person perspective
 •Review pre-existing plans, marketing materials, and staff preparation 
 •Discuss the community’s vision with community leaders 
 •Suggest short-term steps to improve preparedness for economic development 
 •Evaluate progress on those short-term initiatives  
 •Hear a presentation on the proposed Green Design Guidelines for the corridor 
 •Provide recommendations for long-term development strategies

On March 17, 2008, the Task Force met at the Robbins Metra station to explore the site 
first hand, then reconvened at the Robbins Community Power Plant to meet with local 
leaders, examine key demographic and socioeconomic data, and suggest short-term steps 
Robbins and CSEDC staff could take to make the site more marketable and ready for 
economic development. Some of these steps were site-specific, but many were applicable 
in any community – i.e., prepare detailed thematic maps of the site and its environs, gather 
appropriate market data to demonstrate demand, and set the community’s vision for the 
site. 
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The Task Force addressed the following questions:

Economic development practice and preparation
a. What additional information needs to be gathered in order to fully inform a developer?

b. What kinds of marketing tools would be most effective in attracting a developer?

c. What kind of site preparation is necessary? What should the site preparation plan be, including 
funding sources?

d. What kind of community participation is necessary? 

e. Given the existence of CSEDC, what are the right roles and responsibilities for municipalities, 
CSEDC, nonprofit organizations, and other interests?

f. What is needed before an RFP could be issued for this site?

Development strategies
a. How can Robbins and Blue Island share resources and cooperate to maximize the development 
potential of the site?

b. How can Metra and the municipalities partner to maximize the development potential of  
the site?

c. What local/county/state/federal incentives could be used?

Market potential
a. What are the key assets and challenges of the site?

b. What uses (retail, residential, etc.) would be most feasible, in what mix, and in what density?

c. What could be done to increase the market potential of the site?

Planning and design strategies
a. How can Robbins and Blue Island partner to plan development cohesively?

b. How can existing plans (RTAP, Robbins Comp. Plan, etc.) be incorporated?

c. How can the surrounding area be oriented toward the Metra stop?

d. How much do environmental conditions constrain development?
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Overarching Recommendations

On July 25, 2008, the Task Force met to review progress and recommend long-term economic 
development and community planning strategies for Robbins, CSEDC, and the other Calumet 
River Corridor communities. The intent of the Economic Development Academy was to build 
staff capacity in all seven Calumet River Corridor communities, while grounding the process in 
the context of priority sites. These overarching recommendations are applicable throughout the 
corridor, and are mirrored by Robbins-specific action steps (described later). 

 •CSEDC provides economy of scale, and can greatly expand the capacity of individual municipalities 
by developing expertise in GIS, information gathering, marketing, identifying partners, and 
facilitating interjurisdictional agreements. Working together, CSEDC and its constituent 
communities should streamline development preparation.

 •The Task Force reinforced that the Calumet River Corridor and its constituent communities need 
to take advantage of existing assets – including transportation infrastructure, available land, 
proximity to existing job and population centers, and natural features – marketing and orienting 
complementary development around them.

 •Communities in the Calumet River Corridor tend to be geographically small, often smaller than 
the trade area of retailers. Partnering with neighbors1, rather than going it alone, will be a more 
efficient means of attracting new development. 

 •As of late 2008, the real estate market was extremely challenging. Communities can take 
advantage of market sags to plan and prepare for future growth. This can entail developing a 
community vision, creating attractive and detailed marketing materials, acquiring land, preparing 
the land for development (i.e. environmental assessment and clean-up), upgrading infrastructure, 
or updating zoning codes.

 •Communities should set the stage for the market to do the work. Traffic counts, unmet demand, 
residential density, transit access, ready-to-build land, streamlined and predictable permitting and 
review processes, clear expectations, and a prepared, professional staff are the basics to attract 
new development. While tools such as tax increment financing may be necessary, they ought to 
be used only as needed and on a negotiated basis.

1  Note: as of the release of this report, many of these communities have formerly partnered to administer federal 
Neighborhood Stabilization funds to address local home foreclosures. Naturally, this coordination can complement and 
support broader development efforts.
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Robbins

The village of Robbins is in Cook County, south of Chicago, nestled between Blue Island, 
Posen, Crestwood, and Alsip. Major corridors include Kedzie Avenue (approx. 19,000 cars 
a day), the Midlothian Turnpike (17,000 cars), and 135th Street (13,000 cars). Robbins is 
served by Metra’s Rock Island District commuter rail line. The station, on 139th Street at 
Utica Avenue, lies on the border of Blue Island, and represents an opportunity for coopera-
tive development. According to the Regional Transportation Authority (RTA), in 2006, there 
were an average of 152 weekday boardings at the Robbins Metra stop. However, planned 
parking lot expansion in late 2009 will likely lead to increased ridership. Robbins also is 
served by many PACE bus routes that connect residents with Midway International Airport 
and CTA’s 95th Street Red Line Station in Chicago, as well as employment centers such as 
UPS’s Hodgkins Center and Moraine Valley Community College in Palos Hills.

Village of Robbins, Ill.



Founded in 1917, Robbins has a rich history, and was the site of the nation’s first air base 
where African Americans could learn to fly, a model for the Tuskegee Airmen. In more recent 
years, even as it has produced basketball star Dwayne Wade and actress Keke Palmer, Rob-
bins’ economy, population growth, and other key demographic indicators have fallen behind 
some of its neighbors. The 2008 population estimate for Robbins was 6,547, a 1.2 percent 
decline from 2000, and a 10.4 percent decline since 1990. Robbins’ 2008 median house-
hold income, $31,641, was considerably lower than that of any of its immediate neighbors; 
Blue Island’s was closest at $44,280. However, Robbins’ median household income rose an 
estimated 21.5 percent between 2000 and 2008. 

Due to new internal leadership and external partnerships, the tide is changing in Robbins. 
The Robbins Community Power Plant is under new ownership, and is slated to reopen after 
a period of dormancy and conversion to ‘green’ energy. The new plant will burn scrap wood 
that would otherwise end up in a landfill. A new convenience store and gas station recently 
opened, filling a major community need, and successful residential development in recent 
years has resulted in approximately 100 new homes throughout the community. Robbins’ 
top priority is to bring in rooftops, ideally increasing population to 8,000, with a higher 
proportion of moderate income residents to establish a broader mix of incomes in the com-
munity. By building its population, and focusing development around the community’s core 
– the Metra station, the intersection of Kedzie Avenue and 139th Street, and the munici-
pal complex at Claire Boulevard and 137th Street – village officials hope to build an active 
downtown with a diversity of uses. 

In making recommendations on the potential for transit-oriented development (TOD) in Rob-
bins, the MPC Robbins Task Force concentrated its analysis on the area immediately north 
and west of the Metra station. This area is bounded by Kedzie Avenue on the west, 135th 
Street on the north, and the border of Blue Island to the east and south. One challenge – 
but also an opportunity – is that much of that trapezoidal area is designated as floodplain, 
and thus has certain use and development restrictions. Additionally, the majority of the area, 
including the Kedzie Avenue corridor, is currently zoned industrial. The TOD area does not 
lie within a tax increment financing (TIF) district, although there is one in Blue Island, abut-
ting the TOD area. The Village of Robbins acquired much of the floodplain area from the 
Ill. Dept. of Natural Resources, as well as other dispersed tracts from the Cook County Tax 
Reactivation Program.

A small, unpaved parking lot lies adjacent to the Metra station, and there are no commercial 
amenities within walking distance. The Blue Island side of the border is largely industrial, 
with little orientation toward the station. The next train station to the south, in Midlothian, 
has significantly higher average daily ridership (1,230 a day as of 2006), but its parking lot 
is often full. In late 2009, Metra plans to build a parking facility adjacent to the Robbins 
station, adding approximately 75 spots, with possible additional expansion. This presents an 
opportunity to attract a regular stream of traffic to the heart of Robbins. “Before work on 
the parking lot can begin, however, the Village of Robbins has to clear vegetation, clean up 
fly dumping, and amend the Phase II environmental report to reflect those changes,” noted 
Noe Gallardo, a Metra representative who observed the Task Force meetings.

One of Robbins’ assets is its bustling flea market, which 
attracts “wheelers and dealers” from throughout the 
Chicago region and gives the community a unique 
identity. As Robbins and other Calumet River Corridor 
communities look to build on existing assets, it is 
important to consider historical, institutional, and 
cultural strengths in concert with infrastructure and 
economic assets. 

Robbins’ Metra station area currently has minimal 
development, but plans to expand the parking lot 
could attract more commuters and create a steady 
stream of visitors to Robbins’ downtown.
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Robbins Action Steps

In assessing the development potential of the Robbins TOD site, MPC’s Robbins Task Force 
made several overarching recommendations applicable to any of the seven communities in 
the Calumet River Corridor. Municipal staff from each community, therefore, would be able 
to take the Robbins work and apply it in their own towns. Each of the recommendations 
was germane to the situation in Robbins, and the Task Force offered specific action steps for 
each.

Work with CSEDC to achieve economy of scale
 •CSEDC should develop GIS, research, and graphic design expertise, then work with 
Robbins and other communities to develop site-specific marketing materials.

 •CSEDC should market sites, research and attract developers, then introduce commu-
nity staff for relationship cultivation.

 •CSEDC should survey existing businesses in the south suburbs to see what expan-
sion needs they have, then connect them with appropriate sites.

Many municipalities in the Chicago region are small, with limited staff capacity and techno-
logical resources. Each employee often fulfills a myriad of responsibilities, without the ability 
to develop expertise in specialized fields such as graphic design or computer-aided mapping. 
Additionally, the software and hardware needed to produce accurate, up-to-the-minute, 
and informative web sites, maps, reports, and imagery can be cost prohibitive. As a result, 
many communities have yet to fully digitize their economic development efforts, leaving 
them ill-equipped to compete for new investment in what is an increasingly technologically 
sophisticated arena.

During the course of this project, however, Robbins staff worked very closely with CSEDC 
staff on information gathering, data analysis, and the creation of thematic maps using a 
geographic information system (GIS). This GIS, populated with data on Robbins – includ-
ing demographics, environmental conditions, and transportation systems – can be added 
to, regularly updated, and used to produce marketing materials tailored to the interests of 
a prospective developer or business owner. Additionally, CSEDC can digitize existing paper 
maps (such as large schematics of wastewater systems) that might otherwise be difficult for 
interested developers to obtain. All of this leads to communities that are better able to re-
spond to the specific interests of a prospective developer. “CSEDC needs to be an extension 
of community staff,” said task force member Ken Cluskey. “It needs to develop a template 
for marketing materials, then work with communities to create site-specific descriptions. This 
will help communities be much more nimble, and much more nuanced in their dealings with 
developers.”

CSEDC, working with community staff, should further support and complement municipal 
capacity by aggressively marketing development opportunities to firms outside the Calumet 
River Corridor. Marketing and attracting developers is a time and labor intensive effort, but 
only part of the economic development process. Panelists agreed CSEDC should take the 
lead in researching developers appropriate for sites in Robbins and its neighbors – developers 
with proven success with similar sites, demographics, and other conditions – and marketing 
sites. Once developers are identified, community staff should be brought in to develop more 
personal working relationships, with CSEDC available to provide support as needed. “CSEDC 
can help market sites, issue RFPs and RFQs, and provide other technical support,” said MPC 
Robbins Task Force chair David Silverman, a partner with Ancel Glink. “It makes more sense 
for one entity to do that work in a coordinated, large-scale way than for each community to 
attempt to do it on its own.” 

Additionally, if Robbins can identify market gaps – such as unmet demand for a particular 
type of retail or housing type – CSEDC could connect Robbins with an existing business in 
the southern suburbs that might be in a position to take advantage of the opportunity. By 

7 Robbins Economic Development Vision and Strategy



conducting a survey of existing businesses in the region, CSEDC can match firms’ expansion 
or relocation needs with available sites in a very specific way. 

The task force commended CSEDC for its efforts to convene communities on a regular basis 
to share lessons across borders, and recommended this continue to be a staple of CSEDC’s 
work.

Take advantage of existing assets
 •Robbins staff should focus commercial development on Kedzie Avenue, as traffic 
counts, visibility, access, and land availability are more suitable here than in other 
areas. This will likely require land acquisition, which should be seen as an invest-
ment.

 •The Metra station area is more appropriate for a traditional neighborhood develop-
ment, with a focus on a mix of residential, recreational, and some office use, rather 
than a heavy influx of commercial development.

 •To the greatest extent possible, the floodplain should be preserved and used for 
recreational purposes, serving as a point of focus for neighborhood development. 
While the floodplain may need some reconfiguration to accommodate new devel-
opment, preserving the core of it intact should be a priority. At the same time, de-
tailed information on the floodplain needs to be made readily available to prospec-
tive developers.

 •Robbins should take advantage of its history and its future to refine a new identify 
for itself.

A central tenet of the Calumet River Corridor Economic Development Vision and strategy is 
to capitalize on existing assets, particularly transportation infrastructure. The MPC Robbins 
Task Force reinforced this, but urged Robbins to interpret “existing assets” more broadly, 
to include traffic counts, the floodplain, the community’s rich history, and potential for 
more “green” industry in and around Robbins. The Green Design Guidelines, transit access, 
floodplain, renewable energy generation at Robbins Community Power, and CSEDC goals 
of further development of environmentally sustainable manufacturers are consistent with a 
“green” ethos that could help separate Robbins from other communities.

Kedzie Avenue is the primary route through Robbins, and has average weekday traffic of 
approximately 19,000 cars. That volume of traffic would be attractive to many develop-
ers. Additionally, Robbins and the surrounding area is underserved by many retail sectors. 
Within a half mile of the Metra station, there is $20 million in unmet demand for retail and 
restaurant sales, while within one mile there is $53 million in unmet demand. Business pres-
ence, however, does not reflect that opportunity. A new convenience store at Kedzie and 

Retail unmet demand/surplus in selected sectors, increasing radii 
from Robbins Metra station, 2008

Retail sector .5 mile 1 mile 2 mile

Total $20,472,365 $53,632,770 $101,908,226

Grocery $3,096,879 $11,282,227 $17,459,728

Clothing $1,002,979 $5,287,907 $22,641,731

General Merchandise $3,284,749 $14,459,944 $58,404,242

Restaurants $1,971,729 $6,132,046 $12,956,162

8 Robbins Economic Development Vision and Strategy
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135th Street has tapped into some of the latent demand, but there is still substantial need in 
several sectors – grocery, clothing, and general merchandise, in particular.

Substantial portions of Kedzie are not zoned for commercial development, and the east-
ern side of the corridor intersects with the floodplain, where a small creek runs parallel to 
Kedzie. That creek would have to be moved for development to succeed on the eastern 
edge of Kedzie, which poses a substantial cost. However, the panel agreed a short-term 
focus on the western edge might generate the kind of activity along the corridor that would 
warrant the investment needed to move the creek in the future. “It would be easier, faster, 
and more attractive for developers if the community focused its primary economic develop-
ment efforts along Kedzie, and used that to stimulate development elsewhere,” said panelist 
Scott Goldstein, a principal planner with Teska Associates, Inc., (and former MPC vice 
president). “The area immediately surrounding the Metra station lacks the traffic volume, 
visibility, and lot sizes for substantial commercial development, plus you have more flood-
plain issues there. Better to aim for a more traditional neighborhood style of development 
there, with residential growth, some institutional uses, and hopefully some recreation on the 
floodplain.” Goldstein cautioned the community will need to act quickly to acquire parcels 
along Kedzie so that it has site control. 

According to the panel, the floodplain presents both a challenge and an opportunity. Many 
recreational uses, such as a park with ball fields or garden, could be consistent with the 
permitted uses for the area. “By orienting residential development toward a park built on 
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the floodplain,” explained Goldstein, “you can create a downtown with a unique identity 
that might attract further development elsewhere and help change any negative associations 
people might have about Robbins.” 

At the same time, development on the periphery of the floodplain will need to account for 
usage restrictions and be wary of potential contamination and runoff. Information about the 
floodplain absolutely needs to be part of any and all marketing materials. “Developers will 
want maps of all sites obtained from the Ill. Dept. of Natural Resources,” stressed Christo-
pher Burke, president of Christopher B. Burke Engineering, Ltd. “The marketing package 
needs to include a full reckoning of environmental conditions, geotechnical and hyrdologi-

Robbins’ extensive floodplain provides the community 
with a great opportunity to focus residential 
development around recreational space, and to build 
a green reputation based on open space preservation 
and innovative stormwater management.

Robbins Floodway and Floodplains
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cal details, physical dimensions, and any associated encumbrances like sewer pipes or gas 
lines. Developers, architects and engineers will evaluate sites differently, based on different 
information, and the community needs to provide that up front.” These are items CSEDC 
can help Robbins digitize and map.

Robbins, and many of the southern suburbs, suffer from an enduring sentiment that they 
are not desirable for investment. To counter that notion, Robbins and its neighbors need to 
rebrand their identities. Some of that work can be done by CSEDC, and some by subregional 
partnerships such as the Calumet River Corridor. However, the most important work needs 
to be done by each community independently, to streamline the process, set a clear vision 
and objectives, and package opportunities and incentives. Fortunately, Robbins has several 
assets from its past and present from which it can build a more positive reputation for the 
future. The reopening of the Robbins Community Power Plant (which has been retrofitted 
and will now produce clean, renewable energy), open space and natural resources, pres-
ence of mass transit, and newer, energy-efficient homes all speak to Robbins’ potential as a 
“green” community, while its history of racial integration, industriousness, and prominent 
African-Americans all give it a unique historical character.  

One of the Village’s goals – to build a historical museum and community center – would fit 
well into a neighborhood centered around communal open space. “It would draw people 
into Robbins, make it more of a place to go, rather than go through. It would create an 
additional amenity to support future development, and signal to residents and neighboring 
communities that Robbins is serious about its future,” said panelist Ken Cluskey. Gateways 
at main access points, prominent signage (including a mural on the large northern wall of 
the power plant), and a community clean-up project would all reinforce this new identity.

Partner with neighbors
 •Robbins and Blue Island are natural partners for an intergovernmental agreement 
on developing the Robbins Metra station area. Robbins needs a clear vision and 
to take the lead, but CSEDC can facilitate and provide technical support. A joint 
Planned Unit Development (PUD) for both the Robbins and Blue Island sites, with 
shared regulations and permitting, might streamline development and give devel-
opers more confidence in community commitment to development.
 
 •The Green Design Guidelines, commissioned by and for the Calumet River Corridor, 
provide an excellent opportunity for the communities to share regulations, promote 
quality ‘green’ development, and build a positive reputation for the area. However, 
until the market changes dramatically, these guidelines will need to be incentive-
based, rather than mandatory. 

For a variety of reasons, development around the Robbins Metra stop would be best 
achieved in partnership with Blue Island. The station lies on the border between the two 
communities and serves both. Any business developed at or near the Metra station would 
aim to attract customers from Blue Island (and likely other neighboring communities), and 
for many developments, including housing, unmet demand in Blue Island would certainly be 
a factor in any decisions to locate in or adjacent to Robbins.

It is the primary station, and thus a primary concern, for Robbins, but an auxiliary one for 
Blue Island (whose downtown is increasingly oriented toward its two stations). Such a part-
nership also might build confidence amongst developers. “By partnering with Blue Island, a 
community that has strengthened its capacity for planning and economic development, Rob-
bins can build off that capacity and offer developers more security,” said panelist Ivan Baker, 
director of economic development for Tinley Park.  

According to David Silverman, of Ancel Glink, “One strategy that might appeal to both 
communities would be for Blue Island to put specific parcels on its side into an intergovern-
mental agreement and cede leadership in the development efforts to Robbins, so that the 
station area is presented to developers in a unified, coordinated way. Blue Island could ask 
for cursory oversight and review of any plans or proposals, and to share in any sales and 
property taxes. It could participate at the planning level, but Robbins would handle the pub-

The revamped Robbins Community Power will produce 
clean, renewable energy by burning wood waste from 
around the Chicago area. It has the potential to be the 
centerpiece of a new identity for Robbins.

The Robbins TOD area, envisioned here by Hitchcock 
Design in the Calumet River Corridor’s Green Pattern 
Book, could incorporate the floodplain as a recreational 
asset, target Kedzie Avenue for commercial 
development, and include a mix of housing types 
adjacent to the Metra station. A key question for all 
the Calumet River Corridor communities will be how 
to work with developers to implement these design 
guidelines.
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The Green Design Guidelines 
could help in forging cooperation 
between Robbins and Blue Island 
around TOD at their shared Metra 
station. A developer looking to 
work in both communities could 
use the same design principles, 
without the burden of having 
to match two sets of standards 
and codes. This rendering depicts 
a potential application of the 
guidelines in Robbins.

Source: Hitchcock Design Group
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lic hearings, dealings with the developer, and permitting. This way Robbins gets the support 
and additional resources it needs, while Blue Island has a reduced burden and limited over-
sight but still receives benefits.” Silverman continued by citing recent corridor development 
agreements – one between the north suburban communities of Northbrook and Glenview, 
and the other between Northbrook and the Village of Deerfield – successful cases of such a 
partnership.

One option for an intergovernmental agreement would be a joint PUD, with shared zon-
ing regulations, permitting processes, and incentives. This site-specific overlay would give 
Robbins and Blue Island a good deal of control over the final development, and provide 
prospective developers with a clear indication of what the communities hope to have on 
the site. Through the PUD process, the communities could indicate their goals for a mixed-
use, neighborhood development, with a desired mix of residential, retail and other uses. 
The developer would design a concept for the area, which would then be subject to public 
input. Robbins could take the lead on this process, with substantial input from Blue Island. 
If possible, the communities could issue a joint Request for Qualifications (RFQ), and later 
a Request for Proposals (RFP), further demonstrating to the development community the 
level of cooperation between the two towns. “A cohesive plan, with maximum connectivity 
between sites on each side of the border, would be ideal,” stated Cluskey.

Another variable that could come into play is the Green Pattern Book that the Calumet 
River Corridor has commissioned from Hitchcock Design. It offers a set of building and site 
design guidelines for future development that conserve and protect water, reduce harmful 
emissions, and otherwise promote environmental sustainability. These design guidelines are 
applicable to all modes of development – residential, retail, mixed-use, industrial, etc. – and 
Hitchcock has created renderings of possible development scenarios for a variety of sites 
throughout the Calumet River Corridor, including the Robbins Metra station area. A question 
posed to the MPC Task Force was how best to implement these guidelines, not only in Rob-
bins, but throughout the corridor.

“Ideally, developers will want to put these guidelines to good use – partially because sustain-
able design is increasingly the norm and developers will want to build a reputation for that 
kind of work,” explained Chuck Smith, president of Arete 3, a design and construction firm. 
“These guidelines should be backed with incentives so that it makes more sense to develop 
‘green’ than any other way.” The seven Calumet River Corridor communities, including 
Robbins and Blue Island, need to agree to a shared system of fee waivers, density bonuses, 
permit fast-tracking, and other incentives so that ‘green’ design and construction become 
easier and more fiscally responsible than less sustainable practices. This way, environmen-
tal goals can be met through site design, without putting a damper on the profitability of 
development. “There is a real risk that these guidelines, which are intended to spur ‘good’ 
development, could suppress all development by increasing costs,” said Silverman. “In this 
market, communities need to find ways to make development easier, but that doesn’t mean 
sacrificing community goals. The Green Design Guidelines, if they are incentive-based and 
not mandatory, and if they are adopted throughout the seven communities, could do just 
that, and give these towns a leg up on other areas in the Chicago region,” he added.

Whether it is working on an intergovernmental agreement between two communities, or 
fostering the adoption and implementation of the Green Design Guidelines throughout the 
Calumet River Corridor, CSEDC has a large role to play. By researching successful intergov-
ermental agreements elsewhere and facilitating such a local partnership through technical 
support, CSEDC could open channels of communication, break down municipal border 
issues, and supplement staff capacity. An agreement between Robbins and Blue Island could 
become a model for future agreements elsewhere along the Calumet River Corridor, and 
in the south suburbs more broadly, while interjurisdictional adoption of the Green Design 
Guidelines could become a national model. “This is a conversation that needs to start now, 
while the market is in a lull, so that the corridor is positioned well when the market inevita-
bly rebounds,” implored Smith. “The CSEDC really needs to help its constituents look to the 
next period of economic growth, so the whole region is ready when it comes… because it 
will come,” he added.  
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Use market sags to plan and prepare
 •Increase population density now to increase market potential for commercial and 
office development in the future. 

 •Upgrade physical infrastructure to support added development, and make the de-
tails of that process readily available to prospective developers.

 •Employ land acquisition to give the community flexibility and substantial influence 
over development. Amass small parcels to create larger sites, particularly along key 
corridors and at important intersections.

 •Continue to update the zoning code, but coordinate the process with any and all 
efforts to increase residential density around the Metra station and commercial 
development along Kedzie Avenue and other key corridors. The zoning code needs 
built-in flexibility in the event that development deals for beneficial but non-con-
forming uses are proposed.

Throughout 2008, when the Robbins panel took place and this report was written, the 
economy slid further and further into recession. Property values fell, hiring ceased, and new 
development stalled. Despite these realities, the Task Force was clear that the time was ripe 
with opportunity. “When the market is hot, you can only be reactive. However, when the 
market slows, a community has time to plan and prepare for the inevitable economic turn-
around, so when it comes the community is ready,” advised Rob Bond, president of Bond 
Companies. The panel’s consensus position was that Robbins, and in fact every community, 
needed to take advantage of the slowed market to take steps to prime itself for future 
development. The panel advised Robbins to simultaneously, rather than sequentially, work to 
increase population density, invest in infrastructure, acquire properties in key locations, and 
update its zoning. 

As the adage goes, retail follows rooftops. The denser a community, the more concen-
trated its buying power. Likewise, employers are increasingly conscious of their employees’ 
transportation costs, and want to be close to residential centers or transit hubs. Robbins 
already has made strides towards increasing population density on parcels acquired through 
the Cook County Tax Reactivation Program. This is a good first step, but the panel advised a 
long-term strategy for increasing population density in conjunction with broader community 
development. Specifically, the Task Force recommended that Robbins preserve key corridors 
and intersections for business growth, focus denser development (perhaps small-lot single-
family homes, if multifamily housing or townhomes are not marketable) near the Metra 
station, and aim to provide a variety of housing types at a variety of price points. Robbins’ 
current property values and its Metra station make it well-suited for young families who 
want space, but also access to Chicago. With that said, those families are unlikely to stay if 
the community does not improve over time by offering key lifestyle amenities such as open 
space, quality education, and retail options. 

As of late 2008, Robbins was in the process of substantially upgrading its sanitary sewer sys-
tem, with the goal of improving capacity and reducing backups. This is a major investment, 
one that developers need to be aware of. It is possible that an interested developer would 
cover the costs of their share of the sewer upgrade, but they need that information upfront. 
It is imperative that Robbins staff be able to provide accurate timelines for work, expected 
cost, and phasing. 

Beyond the sanitary sewer upgrade, village staff need accurate assessments of the communi-
ty’s drinking water systems (including documentation of pipe location and capacity), electric 
grid, and phone/cable lines. Before entering negotiations, developers will want to know 
whether existing infrastructure is sufficient for their present and future needs, or whether 
substantial investment will be necessary. Providing that information upfront. in an accessible, 
attractive, and thorough manner can save time and signal to developers the preparedness 
and professionalism of community staff. Again, the expertise and technology required to  
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complete these tasks might be more efficiently handled by CSEDC, which will need to build 
this capacity for other communities within its purview.

Sidewalks, open spaces, and signage are very visible indicators of municipal commitment 
to development. Safe, walkable sidewalks promote pedestrianism, which some retailers will 
consider a criterion for investment. Open spaces need to be clean and well-kept. Signage 
should be clear. These improvements, while seemingly cosmetic, are often the first thing visi-
tors and prospective investors see when they visit a community. 

While ordinances give communities some authority over property development and incen-
tives provide them with substantial influence, it is municipal ownership of land that offers a 
community the most control. The ability to offer land to a developer at a reduced price or for 
free in exchange for design or use considerations that match local goals allows a community 
to pursue development while simultaneously working to achieve other objectives. 

The Village of Robbins has been able to acquire numerous parcels through the Cook County 
Tax Reactivation Program, and has worked closely with a developer to turn those formerly 
underutilized properties into new single-family homes that will help to increase population 
and tax revenues. Robbins also owns properties within the floodplain north of the Metra 
station and scattered properties elsewhere in the area. However, the Village does not own 
many parcels along Kedzie Avenue or at other key intersections. To the extent that Robbins 
can acquire small, underutilized parcels, ideally with a strategy of cobbling together larger 
parcels more attractive to developers, the community will be better positioned to negotiate 
deals, using land as a bargaining chip to achieve other goals (i.e. green design, transit orien-
tation, affordable housing). “Particularly along Kedzie Avenue, where there is development 
potential but also some floodplain issues, Robbins could acquire and combine some smaller, 
less desirable properties, clean them up, market them, and find a developer with success in 
similar market conditions and sites,” said Goldstein. 

As of the writing of this report, the Village of Robbins was in the process of updating its 
zoning code. The task force strongly encouraged community staff to coordinate the zoning 
update with any and all efforts revolving around the Metra station area and Kedzie Avenue. 
For instance, if Kedzie is not zoned for commercial or mixed-use, it could conceivably stall 
short-term development that would boost tax revenues and make a long-term effort to 
develop a neighborhood oriented toward a floodplain park and the Metra station more dif-
ficult.

Additionally, the zoning should take into consideration the new Green Design Guidelines 
and their implications. The guidelines include parking in the rear of buildings, substantial 
preservation of open space, and many other environmental considerations that may not 
mesh with some elements of a zoning code that is not explicitly ‘green.’ If the new zon-
ing code does not have built-in flexibility, or does not include the provisions necessary for 
green or TOD (mixed-use, mixed-income, a variety of housing types), then it will become an 
obstacle instead of a tool for achieving community goals. 

Set the stage for the market to do the work
 •Do the preliminary work needed to establish a TIF district along Kedzie, but wait 
until a deal is in place to enact it.

 •Consider establishing a professional service pass through ordinance, which gives 
the public substantial influence over site design, lowers community costs, and 
speeds the development process for developers.

The panel suggested two further steps for Robbins to prime itself for development. The 
first was a suggestion to investigate the feasibility of a TIF district along Kedzie Avenue, do 
the preliminary work (i.e. TIF Feasibility Study) on establishing one, but then wait until the 
right development comes along to put it into place. The Task Force agreed that if Robbins 
can acquire parcels, do the necessary environmental work, and provide incentives for green 
design or meeting other community goals, a TIF might not be necessary. There are two 
reasons to wait to activate the TIF. First, if it is not necessary to make a deal work, a TIF may 
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unnecessarily divert future tax revenue away from other community needs. Second, waiting 
to institute the TIF will give the first developer more years to benefit from the amortization. 
“That way, there is a real value to being the first developer in, and it gives the community 
some additional leverage in terms of working with site design and other issues to meet com-
munity goals,” said Goldstein. “A TIF is probably going to be necessary for a development of 
any significance, but that’s not a given. Given the low assessment values in Robbins, tax bills 
will be pretty low despite the high tax rate. Those savings, relative to other communities, 
may give Robbins a competitive advantage and make TIF unnecessary. Either way, Robbins 
shouldn’t lead in negotiations with TIF, but instead hold it out as a bargaining chip down 
the road.” If Robbins did use a TIF, it should be limited to Kedzie Avenue, leaving out the 
residential focus around the Metra station, so schools and other services benefit immediately 
from that tax bump. Another option, depending on the success of the revitalized power 
plant, is to create a TIF district adjacent to the existing TIF at the power plant, and then 
transfer funds.

The second suggestion to support site preparation activities was the creation of a pass 
through ordinance for professional service. With such a tool, the community collects a ready 
group of consultants – architects, engineers, site planners, etc. – to develop draft plans for 
public review, should a developer approach the community with a prospective development 
germane to the ordinance. This group could be given a specific timeline for preparation of 
these documents; the timeline, as well as other details of this arrangement, could be out-
lined in the development process documents. Robbins staff could coordinate the preparation 
of the site plans, as well as the public hearing for comment. Following public input, these 
plans would be given to the developer. The developer uses those plans for the development 
and, in exchange, pays the professional service fees for the community. This process ensures 
public support for the plans, streamlines and quickens the development review process, and 
gives a developer greater security. “A pass through ordinance for professional service is often 
attractive for developers, who inherit a publicly approved design, and for communities, who 
can achieve their goals through the design process,” explained Silverman. “Given the nature 
of the area and how it would help the village to exert regulatory control through a PUD, a 
pass through ordinance for professional service would likely be attractive, and is something 
Robbins should definitely consider,” he added. 

Next Steps
If Robbins takes some of the steps above, it can prime itself for development, then work 
with CSEDC to find the right developers. As much as possible, Robbins should set the stage 
for the private market to do the work. For instance, if Robbins can acquire properties, then 
contribute them toward a deal while also offering density bonuses, a developer might be 
willing to assist in moving the creek that lies just east of Kedzie Avenue, opening that half 
of the corridor for development. Likewise, providing incentives for meeting the Calumet 
River Corridor’s TOD and green goals will make those approaches not only the ‘right’ way to 
develop, but also the cost-effective one.

15 Robbins Economic Development Vision and Strategy



Appendix - Community Information Assignment 

Between the two meetings of the task force, Robbins staff and CSEDC were asked to pro-
cure and provide the following information to complement details given at the March 17, 
2008 meeting. The information in the list below, the Task Force stressed, could be of interest 
to a developer, and indicates the depth of knowledge developers expect from municipal 
planning and economic development staff. By securing this information for each prospective 
development site, then presenting it in attractive, intuitive and streamlined marketing ma-
terials – both online and in print – Robbins, the other Calumet River Corridor communities, 
and CSEDC can build a reputation with developers for thorough preparedness.

1. Maps
a. Boundary of floodplain, soil typology, nearest connection to water and sewer infrastruc-
ture, size of pipes (capacity), elevation of sewer pipe connection, excess capacity of sewer 
and water plant.
b. Elevation
c. Detailed land ownership, land use
d. Current zoning vs. proposed zoning
e. Land value
f. School districts
g. Government incentive areas (TIF, SSA, etc.)
h. Existing businesses, community assets
i. Robbins and Blue Island in context – access to transportation, employment centers, etc.
j. Traffic counts
k. Bus system and ridership

2. Environmental information
a. Floodplain Information
  1. Can it be moved? How, what is the process, who pays, how much cut-n-fill? For 

example, if a developer wanted to put retail at 139th & Kedzie, how much land could be 
accessed?

  2. If it cannot be moved, what covenants does the Ill. Dept. of Natural Resources have in 
place (along with maps), and what are the details of restricted/permitted uses?

b. Status of Phase 1 on specific parcels? 
c. Where do Robbins and Blue Island get their water? Lake Michigan, ground water, else-
where?
  1. What is the current capacity of the water supply and delivery systems? Are future 

expansions or upgrades planned?

3. Outline of new zoning code/development regulations
a. How will ordinances differ from in the past?
b. How much flexibility will there be?
c. How will non-conforming uses be accounted for?

4. Market assessments

5. Detailed examination of work flows
a. Where do Robbins/Blue Island residents work?
b. Who comes to Robbins/Blue Island for work and where do they originate?
c. Who comes to Robbins to take the train to work, where do they go, where do they live?
d. Who is getting off the train at the Robbins stop? Where are they coming from and why?

6. Current agreements
a. What kind of intergovernmental/boundary agreements are possible?
b. What kind of future agreements are possible?
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7. Recent sales/prices of residential, commercial, industrial land 

a. Length on the market
b. Comparables of product envisioned for the site and their location
c.  Appraisal of how a similar comparable home would be valued in Robbins 

8. Plans for the Robbins sewer system upgrade
a.  Timeline
b. Cost
c. Priority areas
d. Expected developer shared costs
 

9. List of all current village/county/state/federal subsidies and other  
programs, intentions for the support, and goals of use
a.  Homeowner assistance (rehab loans, homebuyer assistance, etc.)
b. CDBG or other community development assistance
c. Brownfields and environmental assistance
d. Brief history of how the communities have attracted, used and evaluated effectiveness 
subsidies

10. Examination of Metra area and any other prospective sites
a. Elevation
b. Soil conditions
c. Dimensions
d. Set backs
e. Sewer/water/electricity/gas hookups
f. Roadway conditions
g. Environmental testing (Phase 1 and 2)
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Founded in 1934, the Metropolitan Planning Council (MPC) is a nonprofit, 
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