Route 53 Back in the News  by Ray Ribich

On August 6, 2003, IDOT hosted a meeting at their headquarters seeking input on Route 53 and presenting tentative improvement plans for the north and south sections of the road. Present were representatives of the Valley, Glen Ellyn Woods, 53 Neighbors United, The Morton Arboretum, the DuPage Forest Preserve District, the DuPage County Highway Department, and other government and non-government bodies. It was part of the new Context Sensitive Solut-  ions (CSS), IDOT’s effort to re-make their public image and reach out to the community. This effort was prompted by three and a half years of citizen action that resulted in a new state law.

After that meeting, Lyn Refakes and Ray Ribich asked for IDOT’s preliminary drawings of the two tentative alternatives for the rebuilding of the Valley stretch of Route 53. Those plans were presented and discussed at an open meeting of the Valley, advertised in the Views and held at Arbor View School in September, 2003. About 28 residents attended. IDOT has promised to get feedback from the residents, and specifically, that they would meet with Valley residents prior to any public hearing on this section.

Meanwhile, IDOT engineers concen- trated their attention on the north section of the project, from Roosevelt Road to North Avenue. Residents there, coordinated through 53 Neighbors United, worked with engineers to get landscape improvements, a bike path, a narrower inside lane, and other beneficial changes to the original plan. The public hearing, which included the residents’ desired changes, was held for the north section in August, 2004.

Since that time there has been little action. But, as presented in the June Views, IDOT has now again turned its attention to the Valley stretch of the highway. Residents who live along Route 53, as well as those who live on Arbor Lane, should take notice.

IDOT’s original two alternatives remain:

(1) Keep the road in its existing right-of-way, widen it to four lanes with a concrete median,

  and raise it approximately 10 to 12 feet, with 

      a retaining wall facing the Valley; or

(2) Build a new road approximately 100 feet west of the existing right-of-way, also four lanes but with a grassy or landscaped median, and essentially at grade level.                                   

Both plans would involve the eminent domain buyouts of houses along Route 53 (11 under #1 and 13 under #2); the closing and cul-de-sacing of Arboretum Road and Tamarack Drive; the construction of a new signalized intersection at Ironwood with turn lanes; and the removal of  hundreds of mature trees. For # 2 the partially restored prairie would also go.

Among the changes: the raised roadbed of Plan #1 would now require cantilevered walkways and would be more expensive than originally estimated. Also, for Plan #1, Route 53 would have to be closed with its traffic likely detoured  to Park Blvd. 

       Once again, IDOT engineers will not consider a moderate improvement plan that would keep the road at two lanes, close Arbor- etum and Tamarack, and have the improved turn-lane-signalized intersection at Ironwood.

The new road of Plan 2 would require that DuPage County petition FEMA to remove the open-space-in-perpetuity covenants currently binding that land, and transfer them to the land to the east. After completing the new road, IDOT would remove the old road bed, allowing for a restoration of all the area to the river to open floodplain and including restoration of the East Branch itself. The extensive funds and commit- ment for such a restoration are not yet firm, nor is IDOT fully committed to coordinating the effort, as the County has suggested they should.  

Tony Charlton, County Chief Engineer, has indicated the County would petition FEMA to transfer the covenants, provided that IDOT, in their plans and construction of the road, fully abide by the DuPage County Countywide Stormwater and Floodplain Ordinance, the strictest such measure in the state. IDOT has pledged to do so, and FEMA has said they would grant the transfer if asked. 

IDOT apparently has the funds, and intends to move forward. Those citizens who will be closest to any construction should be prepared to become involved. IDOT has not yet set a date for a Valley meeting, but stay alert. For further details:

      Citizen group: Fifty-three Neighbors United


        www.cssforum.org/IL53
IDOT: John Baczek, Consultant Studies Unit  

 847-705-4125      baczekja@nt.dot.state.il.us  
  County:  Anthony Charlton, Chief Engineer  630 514-7660  Anthony.Charlton@dupageco.org 
