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Introduction.
Our group has articulated a consistent vision of an improved and safer Route 53 where it traverses our communities. This vision is of a highway consistent in scale with our neighborhoods, and with the level of use that is tolerable for this residential area. But any such vision would still be lacking if it were not also consistent with the beauty and functionality of the greenspace we enjoy. This greenspace embraces a major wetland north of Glen Ellyn, a major restored floodplain north of the Morton Arboretum, and a picturesque wooded stretch of road through the residential uplands in between. That Route 53 is in close proximity to these features and to the East Branch of the DuPage River is crucial. Any improvements made to the highway here must not only minimize all adverse impacts to these areas, but must, further, be absolutely consistent with their preservation. This may very well limit both the nature and scope of any improvements considered feasible here. 
Recent years have seen significant advances in our understanding of the impact urbanization has upon the ecosystem that ultimately supports us all. Roads in general, and expanded highways in particular are major elements of that impact. Further, watersheds are the critical element in our ecosystems. As a result, conservation efforts devoted to improving the quality of our watersheds have had the strong support of professional staff throughout the County. We have thus increasingly seen the rise of what are termed best management practices. These are techniques that treat water as a resource, use bio-engineering and landscaping with native plants to ameliorate flooding and erosion problems, and stabilize and restore stream banks and lake shores. These measures, and the increasing awareness of the public-especially our children-have greatly helped to improve the water quality of our rivers and their watersheds, and hence their value to the whole community. It is important to emphasize that these efforts are not merely a matter of preserving something pretty to look at, which if we lose will be unfortunate, but not critical. Far from it. This is nothing less than maintaining and enhancing the sound and functioning living landscape of which we are all a part. A healthy watershed and a healthy ecosystem mean a healthy and more livable community of people. All the positive efforts have increased the value of our properties, the livability of our communities, and the quality of our lives. Because highways have such a critical impact upon all of these, it is imperative that any improvements to Route 53 be very carefully and seriously considered, so that all these very real and substantial gains will not be compromised. Beyond that, an improved road built with the highest regard for its potential impact on our land and water, may actually help to enhance these gains, or to at least improve further upon them.
Background.
Two critical areas need special consideration: Valley View at the South and Flowerfield just north of Glen Ellyn and south of Lombard. The East Branch of the DuPage River flows very near Route 53 at both of these wetland and floodplain areas. At Flowerfield, existing wetlands were expanded and partially restored as part of mitigation agreements when I-355 (the North-South Tollway) was constructed in 1988-89. Any highway reconstruction here would need to seriously consider the impact to these adjacent wetlands. Also, the section of Route 53 south of Route 56 (Butterfield Road) and north of Park Boulevard and the Morton Arboretum in Valley View has been the focus of attention for many years because of periodic flooding. This report will emphasize this section of the highway. Much of what is relevant here applies also to the wetlands farther north, and in general to the watershed of the East Branch.
East Branch Floodplain at Valley View. 
Periodically, heavy rains force the closing of Route 53 between Route 56 and Park Boulevard, as the East Branch overflows its banks and overtops the road. Depending upon the period chosen, the average is about one such event every two years, and the average time of this section being closed is about a day. It does not necessarily take a major storm to cause water to flow onto the roadway, although major events cause the longest closings and, prior to 1998, also flooded homes that previously fronted the highway. (The two most recent major rain events were July 17-18, 1996 (8.5" in 20 hours), and February 17-19, 1997 (4.2" rain + 2.7"snow in 30 hours. Both events closed the road in this section for two or more days.)
This is not unusual, simply because the highway in this section lies completely within the flood plain of the East Branch. Roughly eighty years ago, the natural course of the river meandered over the section where the highway now runs. Then, the river was channellized, locking it into a straight course slightly farther east. The precursor of the existing Route 53 was then built directly upon the flood plain just west of the new channel. Presently, the East Branch runs within Hidden Lake Forest Preserve, the west bank of its straightened section located on average just 75 feet east of the east shoulder of the road, and running from about 1500 feet south of Butterfield Road to about 500 feet north of Park Boulevard, a stretch of about a half-mile. 
In the early 1960's, the land just west of the highway, then in agricultural use primarily as pasture in the floodplain, was developed for single-family housing. There appears to have been some legal controversy regarding the County's attempt to prohibit building in the floodplain, but ultimately, about 90 homes were built in the immediate floodplain to the west (and 537 more in the uplands farther in as well), 41 of them fronting on Route 53. Soon after the houses were completed, the rainfall event of August, 1972 poured down 5.6 inches of rain in five hours, and many of the houses, including many that had not already flooded once or twice, now experienced major flooding. Again, not surprising, once the topography and the ecology of the river are understood; but the solution of the major problem of home flooding, now just begun, would be passed down to be solved by the next generation.
Addressing the Flooding Problem. 
Beginning in 1992, the Army Corps of Engineers working with the DuPage County Department of Environmental Concerns, engaged in a major study to propose solutions to the flooding, giving particular attention to relief for the homeowners. A number proposals were studied and analyzed as to environmental soundness, effectiveness of flood relief, and return of value for cost. One proposal was to raise this entire section of road on a berm or foundation wall, effectively making a kind of dam and dry road at the same time. This was unanimously and soundly rejected as not only the most environmentally detrimental, but as the least cost effective as well.
The solution that was judged to be both most cost effective and ecologically sound, and the one finally implemented, was to offer voluntary buyouts to homeowners who could demonstrate significant flooding damage over the years. The houses were then to be razed, the debris removed, and the land returned to open space in perpetuity. This was accomplished, using FEMA* funds of the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program in part. From December, 1997 through December, 1999, 49 houses were purchased and removed, 28 of which fronted on Route 53 and experienced the greatest impact from flooding. Thirteen homes still remain along Route 53, either not qualifying for or declining the buyout offers. The total cost to date is approximately $8,600,000. Because of a strong effort and input from homeowners who remained in the community ( presently there are 580 homes in Valley View) a major portion of the floodplain along Route 53 has also been seeded with an appropriate mix of native plants, as part of a direction to help restore some of its original bio- diversity and natural function. This is consistent with best management practices.
* The Federal Emergency Management Agency which deals with disaster relief and flood hazard mitigation
Relevance to Route 53 Highway Improvements. 
As part of the agreements with FEMA, specific deed restrictions now apply to all the areas purchased by the County and returned to open space. Specifically, the land must be kept in open space in perpetuity; and no impervious surfaces may be built upon any of the parcels thus restored. Further, the DuPage County Countywide Stormwater and Floodplain Ordinance is the applicable legal document regarding highway construction through this area. The water quality section of this document states, in part, that all construction must protect "water quality and aquatic and riparian habitats." Finally, two significant federal executive orders apply to any work done on the road through both Valley View and Flowerfield; EO 11988 applies to riparian Floodplains, and EO 11989 applies to wetlands. These orders are designed to protect these sensitive areas, and in effect limit the scope and nature of any highway construction and expansion to be considered in them. Illinois State Executive Order #4, with similar goals, is also applicable. 
All these limitations, together with the narrow right-of-way of Route 53 here and the presence of 13 houses still remaining, make the considerations of sensible alternatives to four-lane expansion not only reasonable and necessary, but much less costly in actual dollars, and more cost-effective over-all. An expansion to four lanes, or worse, to five lanes with curb and gutter, beyond the adverse impacts it would generate, is ruled out by the existing applicable laws. Furthermore, it is inconsistent to spend 9 million dollars to alleviate flooding by restoring a floodplain, and then to follow that by encroaching upon that same floodplain with excess impervious pavement.
Summary and Conclusion.
Integral to the vision of a safe, sound highway through our area, one that is consistent in scale with our community and with an appropriate level of use, are the principles which dictate that any changes to the road carefully adhere to the preservation of the beauty of our greenspace. Furthermore, the nature of the lands through which Route 53 passes in our communities demands the most serious evaluation of the level of improvements possible here, to prevent damaging these sensitive areas, and to protect the water quality of the East Branch of the DuPage River, and the wetlands and restored floodplains through which the highway runs. 
Certain kinds of highway improvements that are deemed necessary and suitable for certain sections of a given road may be quite inappropriate, and even damaging for other sections. This is particularly true where the area surrounding a given section retains a primarily residential quality, and also includes wetlands and floodplains. While we wholeheartedly share the goals of a safer and more convenient road which improves traffic flow, we believe there is more than one way to effectively achieve those goals. Moreover, their achievement cannot be at the expense of environmental quality, and of the general benefits of greenspace and quality of life goals cherished by not just residents living near the road, but by the entire community surrounding it. 
A four- or five-lane road for this section of Route 53 is inconsistent with the maintenance and protection of both the critical floodplain and wetlands, and with the preservation of the wooded areas between them. Instead, we need to consider sensible alternatives. Such alternatives should not only result in less destruction of the greenspace and have less adverse impacts on the floodplain and wetlands; they should also positively draw on the best management practices that have improved the quality of these very areas in recent years. Such alternatives can help preserve the larger quality of life values and still achieve the goals of highway improvement for all. Moreover, they can do so more cost- effectively, both in the short and the long term.
Many of the alternatives we consider sensible and appropriate to this area will be presented by our group. They include a 3-lane design with key intersection and traffic signal improvements. Furthermore, we are most willing to work closely with public officials and professional staff to consider and implement other alternatives which would be consistent with the larger goals of our community, and also be in full compliance with the environmental laws, flood plain restrictions, and flood control plans which apply particularly here. A safe and efficient highway can and should be compatible with a livable community, whose citizens wish to protect the heritage of our land and water resources for future generations. 
This presentation is part of the package that the Neighbors Influencing (Route) Fifty-three Improvement (NIFTI) citizens' group is presenting to citizens, public officials, and the Illinois Department of Transportation (IDOT). Other areas covered include safety, consideration of the kind road expansion appropriate to the minimal growth in our area, and "road dieting" and "road calming" whereby turn lanes, access control for safety, traffic signals, and landscaping substitute for large-scale road expansion. Please see the articles reporting on the NIFTI meetings in the Valley Views, call Ray Ribich at 858-5374 for reprints and for additional information, and refer to other links on the NIFTI website.
NOTE: Less than a week after this paper was prepared, major two-day storms, including more than 4 inches of rain in the Valley, once again prompted the East Branch to seek out its old river bed, and Route 53 was closed again for most of Good Friday, April 21, 2000 
Ray Ribich 5/17/2000
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