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3S 351 Juniper Lane
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(630) 730-0060


October 5, 2006

Illinois Department of Transportation

Attn:  John A. Baczek, P.E.

Bureau of Programming – District One

201 West Center Court

Schaumburg, Illinois  60196-1096 

Re:
Route 56/53 Intersection Project Public Meeting

Dear Sirs:

Thank you for the presentation IDOT made September 27, 2006 at Arbor View School, the opportunity to comment, and your assurance that comments and questions “will be considered by IDOT before selecting the preferred alternative.”  However, insufficient information was provided to enable the public to provide meaningful feedback on alternatives to IDOT.  Additional information needed is summarized in this letter.  I urge IDOT to repeat the public information process once the alternatives are sufficiently detailed to enable meaningful consideration and feedback.  

To ease your review and response, these questions and comments are numbered and organized to address the five principle issues IDOT intends the project address.  Comments are made in closing.

Roadway safety is cited as an issue by providing some crash statistics, mentioning the difficulty of turning left onto Rte 53 north, and protecting bicyclists and pedestrians.

1. The public is entitled to learn the scale of reductions in accident frequency and severity expected from this large investment of their tax dollars.  Please provide us with statistics that compare safety at the intersection and along Rte 53 with other similar locations in the County.  Indicate based on proven experience what the improved statistics will be for the proposed alternatives.  Please show the expected safety improvements for each segment, including the 0.8 mile section of Rte 53 IDOT proposes to widen to four lanes.

2. Turning left from Valley View, whether onto Rte 53 north, Park Blvd south or Rte 56 west, sometimes requires patience during rush hours.  But Valley View residents and visitors have seven alternates for exiting or entering.   Neither IDOT alternative alignment makes it clear that closing two of the seven alternates, and signaling one, will improve convenience or safety, nor quantifies any benefit from adding lanes along the 0.8 mile two lane segment of Rte 53.  We are entitled to be assured that such changes will actually improve safety and that four lanes are required to accomplish this.

3. Thank you for considering bicyclist and pedestrian safety, which seems to have been a very low priority in Illinois and the project vicinity.  You will find wide support in the community for crosswalks and pathway improvements.  However, IDOT proposals for adding lanes, barrier medians, noise barriers, retaining walls, elevated roadways, steep drainage ditches, removing mature trees and filling in the flood plain each complicate and compromise such access.  With the exceptions of crosswalks at the intersections, the massive scale of IDOT alternatives does not appear to provide justifiable improvements.

4. Morton Arboretum has a controlled access by road only and discourages pedestrian access.  It is misleading to suggest that IDOT alternatives will improve pedestrian access to the Arboretum, lacking their agreement to change their procedures.

Chronic flooding is cited for often making Rte 53 impassible, causing detours to Park Blvd, overloading it and affecting pedestrians there.

5. Please share with us information on the historic frequency and severity of flooding at Rte 53 and if trends are apparent.  Little development has occurred in the project vicinity in recent years and storm water retention and storage capacity may have increased with the removal of homes, paved surfaces and increased retention, both up and down stream.  The four-inch accumulation in 2 hours on October 2, 2006 caused 12”-18” of water over the south bound lane at Ironwood.  This is slightly less than rainfall expected for the 100 year event (5.75”) and suggests that modest elevation of the roadway above the floodway with some additional storage capacity could be sufficient.

6. The contention that increased traffic due to flooding of Rte 53 creates conflicts with pedestrians on Park Blvd during rainstorms seems contrived.  Park has no sidewalks, pathways or crosswalks and pedestrian traffic is light, especially during floods and rainstorms.  Park has four lanes north of Butterfield and is routinely a viable alternative to Rte 53 north, which has two lanes.

7. Each IDOT alternative for Rte 53 entails placing over 50,000 cubic yards of new material on land in the 100 year flood plain.  Aside from the restrictions on construction in a floodplain under County ordinance (Ch15) and in wetlands under State and Federal law, the public and regulators will need a better explanation supported by calculations why either alternative will alleviate local flooding frequency and severity.  Please also present information on a more moderate 2 lane alternate in the current alignment with appropriate elevation of the roadway surface, but with sufficient new storage to shift the floodway away from the roadway surface.

Lack of lane consistency is cited and implied to contribute to congestion at the Rte 53/56 intersection and along Park Blvd.

8. The handout, presentation and exhibits did not appear to explain how lack of lane consistency causes congestion and traffic diversion to Park.  Please provide the public with this information so we can determine if the four lanes at Rte 53 are truly needed or merely wanted by IDOT.  Please indicate the benefits provided by improving the intersection and Rte 56 but not widening Rte 53.  Why widen this segment which has access limited to its southbound lane, when Rte 53 north of Butterfield, with greater access to both lanes, is not widened?  This information is especially important as it may help save the taxpayers millions of dollars in needless construction and avoid permanent disruption of an ecologically sensitive area.

9. As a local resident driving in the area for 18 years, I believe that the current configuration with two lanes on Rte 53 has significant benefits including: lowest capital and maintenance expense, minimal impact to the flood plain or wetlands, minimal impact to water quality, reduced vehicle speed, more scenic and enjoyable driving, an inspiring tree canopy, elimination of unsafe passing in a right lane, and reduced heavy truck traffic.  Heavy trucks account for a disproportionate frequency and severity of accidents and roadway wear and tear.  We deserve to see substantially more justification on how ‘lane consistency’ trumps all these benefits.  Please consider that not all of us want to live with local highways like Schaumburg has; we’d like the chance to maintain the character of our community, where this is possible.

Roadway condition is cited as deteriorating due to age, hindering maintenance and affecting safety.  Traffic increases are suggested to worsen conditions.

10. The handout, presentation and exhibits did not appear to detail problems along Rte 53, other than mentioning that the road base is old.  Materials of construction, remaining design life and repair and maintenance alternatives were not described.  The two lane segment along Rte 53 appears to be in acceptable condition and to be quite amenable to repair and maintenance alternatives for some time.  This may become a more attractive option when IDOT is confronted with legal and administrative restrictions on construction within protected flood plains wetlands.  Please prepare for public consideration an alternate plan for Rte 53 that accomplishes necessary objectives, protects the ecological sensitivity of the area, complies with laws and ordinances, and preserves the character of the community.

11. IDOT frequently constructs roads of Portland cement concrete (Roosevelt Road).  While concrete has some advantages, it has numerous drawbacks compared to bituminous hot-mix asphalt (HMA).  Concrete is 50% noisier and creates more wear on tires; concrete is more subject to cracking from freeze thaw cycles and attack from road de-icing salts; concrete is much more disruptive and expensive to repair and replace.  Benefits of asphalt surfaces include lower cost, ease of maintenance and repair, ease of recycling and repaving; and reduced disruption from repair and reconstruction.  Primary reasons that concrete is selected over asphalt in Illinois relate to its ability to withstand heavy truck traffic and political connections of material suppliers and contractors.  On a segment such as Rte 53 south of Rte 56, an asphalt surfaced two lane roadway is appropriate and desirable.  The public deserves to consider such a moderate and affordable alternative that still addresses all valid project issues.  I ask that IDOT describe its intended materials of construction and document the life cycle cost-benefit of concrete and HMA.

12. IDOT suggests the aging pavement base is deteriorating and hindering maintenance.  As a driver on the road for many years, I haven’t noticed such conditions.  Since this issue appears critical to considering alternatives for Rte 53, please provide the public with certified test and inspection data IDOT is relying on to make this judgment.  

Traffic flow is cited as an issue resulting from increased commuting and a shortage of north-south highway capacity.

13. Traffic increases are mentioned by IDOT in the handout, exhibits, and presentation.  Contributing causes cited for this are commuting patterns from local job growth and shortage of north-south highway capacity.   Please provide the public with quantified and detailed traffic projections.  Many of us do not understand how traffic can increase very much given that the local area is 98% developed.  If these cars and trucks are just trying to avoid tolls or delays on I-355 or I-88, local residents have no interest in subsidizing this activity, nor should IDOT.  No one wants to compromise an environmentally sensitive corridor just to convenience a few cheap and impatient drivers.   

14. In your traffic statistics and projections, please indicate the portion of vehicles that are cars or vans versus heavy trucks.  The public has a right to know to the degree IDOT’s proposed 4-lane, limited-access highway will increase heavy truck traffic through the neighborhood.

Two Rte 53 four-lane Alternatives are described, each with roadways elevated by about 6 feet, but one is shifted ~100 feet from the current alignment and provided a wider median and shoulders.  Each alternative closes Arbor and Tamarack and places a signal and turn lanes at Ironwood.  Each may include noise barriers adding 10’ – 15’ to the height of the project.  IDOT should illustrate for the owners on Arbor Lane what a 20’ high wall in their backyard will look like.  IDOT representatives at the meeting explained that funds are not available for the additional $5 million for Alternative 1.  A highway elevated six feet using concrete retaining walls is an unprecedented and impractical design.

15.  The proposed Alternate 1 is not realistic, constructible, or desirable and should be withdrawn.  A reasonable person can only surmise that IDOT included this as a false choice to set up selection of the Alternative 2.  This is unacceptable; we deserve better engineering and creativity from our public servants.

16. In fairness to the taxpayers and the local community, IDOT must conceive and prepare a revised alternative which entails maintenance, repair and improvement to the 0.8 mile two lane segment of Rte 53 in its current alignment.  It would not involve costs and administrative burdens of realignment and filling in protected flood plains.  It would retain the character of the community while addressing each valid issue.  County property west of Rte 53 may be considered for adding retention or wetlands to increase storage capacity and shift the floodway away from the road surface.  The alternative may include cul-de-sacs and a signal at Ironwood.  It will likely best be constructed of HMA, on improved road base where necessary.  This will enable pavement recycling on a normal 15 year cycle.  Life cycle costs will be much lower than Alternative 2.

17. Alternative 2 would destroy native prairie and remove over 100 mature trees.   Please inventory the number and type of trees that will be removed on each side of Rte 53 and inform the public.  IDOT also needs to indicate how it plans to compensate the community and County for the loss of mature trees and the benefits they provide.  Also please address how IDOT plans to address Chapter 15 of the Dupage Ordinance prohibiting removal of trees and vegetation in a flood plain.

Dupage County’s Drainage Ordinance (Chapter 15) has numerous requirements for development in floodways, floodplains, wetlands and riparian environments. Several of these are described below.  I ask that IDOT provide a response in the public record to each one of these requirements, describing how each alternative will comply with the specific limitations of the ordinance.  If IDOT believes a requirement is not applicable, please provide a reference or authority for this opinion.

18. Development by introducing inert construction materials or soils into a floodplain requires planning and construction of 150% compensatory storage, with submittal and acceptance of a revised floodplain map by FEMA, prior to any road construction. This requirement prolongs the schedule and requires closing Rte 53 for an extended period, not leaving it open as your public flyer indicates. It appears that each Rte 53 alternative entails placing over 50,000 cubic yards on land in the floodway/floodplain.  The public deserves to understand how IDOT plans to implement compensatory storage and what impact this element may have on the floodplain, wetlands, East Branch and environs. [Chap 15.133(11-13)].  

19. With few exceptions, no permit can be issued by Dupage County for new construction within a floodway.  The portion of Rte 53 between Tamarack and Osage appears within the floodway on the 2004 map; but the October 2 event suggests the floodway crosses Rte53 between Ironwood and Tamarack.  The ordinance may allow for permitting of a bridge over the floodway.  Few permit limitations apply for repair of the existing roadway, even if within the floodway.  Please confirm whether IDOT will conform to the County Ordinance even if new construction work is confined to the existing right of way.

20. The project area has numerous wetlands which will be impacted by the project construction and operation.  These must be delineated and classified per accepted standards prior to defining a project scope and alignment.  Development within or affecting wetlands is prohibited unless it can be shown that no practicable alternative to wetland modification exists. [15.134, 135(1,3)].  Where no practicable alternative exists, critical wetlands must be replaced at a ratio 3:1 [Regulatory wetlands at 1.5:1; Ch15.135(5)]. Given that the existing road with the existing alignment and elevation could be upgraded, it seems that there remains a practicable alternative to wetland modification.  Will IDOT comply with Chapter 15 regarding wetlands?  What public meetings and hearings will be held to seek public comment and concern regarding wetland preservation and mitigation?

21. The US Army Corps of Engineers also regulates wetlands under Section 404 of the Clean Water Act and provides for permits and public hearings. I ask that IDOT confirm it plans where applicable to apply for a Federal permit to dredge, fill or restore wetlands contiguous with the existing alignment of Rte 53.  Does IDOT expect public hearings with this process?

22. Riparian environments within the floodplain provide habitat and amenities and are to be protected to the extent practical under Chapter 15.137.  These include mature trees, native prairie vegetation, and savanna.  Mitigation and restoration must be done under County Technical Guidance and maintained in perpetuity.  I ask that IDOT confirm it will comply with Chapter 15 regarding riparian environments. 

Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDLs) have been established by IEPA for the East Branch of the Dupage River and were approved in 2004 by USEPA.  The segments the project area drain to are considered impaired for chlorides, nutrients and dissolved oxygen.  This means that the river has no additional capacity to receive constituents from any new source such as soil exposed during construction, additional impervious areas, or increased application of de-ices.  The MS4 and NPDES permit programs are intended to administer this limitation on discharges to impaired waters.  During the public meeting, I was unable to locate any IDOT representative with knowledge of TMDLs or measures to protect the impaired East Branch.  The public needs to know more about how the project will preserve this precious resource.
23.  Uncontrolled runoff from construction and operation of expanded roadway surfaces in the project area may be expected to aggravate an already impaired waterway.  IDOT should describe to the public the soil erosion and control methods and costs involved with eliminating the potential for constituents to migrate from the project area to the East Branch.  These should be documented in a storm water pollution prevention plan and may include use of permeable surfaces, storm water retention and treatment, controls on application of deicers, routine inspections, storm water sampling, and surface water quality monitoring.

Each alternative for Rte 53 degrades the environment and character of the community.  Lacking the information requested above, there is little to differentiate them for selection.  I respectfully request IDOT develop and also present to the community a more moderate 2-lane alternative within the current alignment.  Such an alternative will find broad acceptance, will reduce costs and the impact to the environment, and will be constructible on a reasonable time-line.  Otherwise, the project may be delayed indefinitely by administrative processes.

Thank you for holding the public meeting and providing project information.  I look forward to learning of IDOT’s responses to these important issues and questions.  It is critical that this project be a successful one for all affected citizens, and that we improve safety, preserve and enhance our fragile environment and maintain quality of life.

Sincerely,

William K. Graham, P.E.

Cc: 
Sandra Pihos, State Representative, District 42


John Stefan, P.E., Dupage County


Diane O’Keefe, IDOT
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