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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Village of Park Forest engaged the Center for Governmental Studies at Northern Illinois
University to conduct an assessment of operations for the purpose of identifying better
business practices that will help improve economic vitality. The scope was broad‐based with
a substantial depth of research and reporting. The team assigned to the project prepared a
community profile, conducted on‐site visits, interviewed over three dozen citizens, read
documents, researched sources, observed activities, presented a preliminary report, and
engaged in discussion with Village personnel. Findings and recommendations are the
essential work products of this report. Recommendations are presented as operational
improvements or as opportunities for success.

As with all organizations, there is room for improvement. Our team does not identify
anything that is completely new to Village officials and staff nor do we offer the proverbial
silver bullet solution. We do offer some specific ways to enhance business practices that
should also enhance economic vitality. These encompass: 1) continue Strategic Planning, 2)
start Multi‐Year Budgeting, 3) continue exploring ways to sustain resources that will maintain
target fund balances, 4) continue to use the Capital Improvements Plan to prioritize projects
and determine method of payment, 5) adopt a stand‐alone Debt Management Policy, 6)
continue with the reasonable and prudent Investment Policy, 7) ensure all employees are
interviewed during annual performance appraisals and always connect performance to pay,
8) use a matrix tool for Strategic Management, 9) review how Community Branding is being
implemented, 10) continue to seek light industry and Research & Development, 11) continue
to explore ways to bring fairness in taxation between traditional residential and cooperative
residential properties, 12) take a fresh look at the TIF Redevelopment Plan, 13) prepare a
new Comprehensive Land Use Plan, 14) reach out to the special districts to improve
intergovernmental relations, and 15) share Park Forest services more broadly through
regionalization.
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Overall, our findings indicate that the Village of Park Forest policy‐making and operations are
well‐connected. In other words, resources expended on services are related closely to
governing direction because there are good working relations between administrative staff
and the governing board. This positive situation manifests when municipal services are
provided to citizens and when the Village is faced with challenges to overcome. In regard to
the focus of this report, economic activities, Park Forest has demonstrated a remarkable
consistency in planning and following‐up to get results.

PREFACE
PURPOSE
The Illinois Municipal Assistance Program (IMAP) is a program designed and developed by the
Center for Governmental Studies, a division of the Regional Development Institute at
Northern Illinois University, to help Illinois municipalities assess and strengthen their
governance and management practices so they will be competitive in economic development
endeavors.
The Governance and Municipal Practices Assessment (GMPA) component of the Illinois
Municipal Assistance Program (IMAP) is a review of how the municipality is organized, the
governance and management environment of the municipality, the manner in which services
and products are provided, the policies, plans and procedures directing municipal activities,
and finally, how prepared the community is to be effective in attracting and retaining
economic investment by the private sector. Through validation of current practices and
examples of successful practices in other municipalities, the GMPA will help elected and
appointed officials focus on what must be done to improve planning skills, services,
procedures and practices so that the best possible environment exists in the community for
creation and expansion of economic development opportunities. Although the GMPA takes a
panoramic view, it does concentrate on those areas critical for achieving success.

PREMISE

Business wants stability, certainty, decisiveness, fairness, and quick action from the local
government. Residents want a safe, attractive and economically viable community with good
schools and recreational activities. This quality of life comes about from focused municipal
and special district government as well as private investment in the community. Both
residential and business needs should be met. If only one piece exists, the community will
not progress.
First impressions are important. If a community does not present or show well, it will be
difficult to sell. Physical appearance, easily obtainable information, a welcoming attitude on
the part of the municipal officials, a willingness to assist, quick follow‐up, and a focused
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Both good governance and good management make for good government and a good
business climate. A well‐governed, clearly organized, effectively managed, receptive,
responsive and cooperative municipal government is a key ingredient in a successful recipe
for economic development.

commitment
to
economic
development all help to make a
good first impression.
This
impression helps sell the community
as a place to do business. A good
location, availability of sites, a
sufficient and motivated work force,
and a good quality of life will be
wasted if the private investor cannot
obtain information about the
community, determine who it is
they must do business with, and be
confident that the community is
both progressive and has a plan for the future. They must be able to navigate the channels
of Village Hall, or they will be frustrated and pursue opportunities elsewhere.

The data and information for the GMPA are gathered in the following ways:
 The application for assistance (See Appendix A)
 Village documents, plans, policies and procedures
 Previous community surveys and/or reports
 Visual inspection of the community
 Local newspapers, phone books and newsletters
 Web page
 Promotional and marketing pieces
 Attendance at a governing board meeting
 Interviews with key individuals in the community
 GMPA questionnaires and checklists
It is assumed that the information provided by the municipality is accurate, up‐to‐date and
correct. Verification is accomplished on a sample basis.
Through the GMPA, specific categories are assessed. These include: Policies/Plans/Manuals,
Community and Economic Development, and Insurance Service Delivery. Key documents or
responses to questionnaires from each category are selected. These documents and
responses are considered key because they will reveal information about the structure of the
municipality, how it is organized, how it functions, its plans and priorities, how it
communicates, its government business practices, and its commitment to economic
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METHODOLOGY

development. All of these categories, and the information that is included in them, are part
of showing well. There are two levels of key documents. The documents in the first level
generally should be in place in a municipality because they are either required by law or are
indicative of good business practices. Those in the second level should exist in specific
situations.
The first level key documents include:









the municipal organization chart
current fiscal year operating and
capital budgets
organization’s value, mission, goals
and objectives statements
most recent audited financial report
personnel policy manual
purchasing policies and procedures
employee pay plan
employee job description







an employee roster
comprehensive development plan
and implementation strategies
economic development plan and
implementation strategies
community promotional and
marketing pieces including URLs for
existing websites
an inventory of equipment and
vehicles and liability and risk
management documentation

The second level documents include: police/fire pension reports, collective bargaining
agreements, bond prospectus, and facility management contracts. Not all municipalities will
have a local police or fire pension system, collectively bargain with its employees, have issued
bonds recently or contracted with others to operate a municipal facility. If, however, these
specific situations do exist, then the related documents will reflect the quality and state of
the municipality's business practices.
The first assessment is whether or not the key documents exist. If a first level document
does not exist, its absence will be noted, and a recommendation will be made to create one.
A second broad assessment of the quality of the existing documents and their contents will
be made utilizing criteria based on generally accepted standards, benchmarks and best
practices in municipal government. Time does not permit a detailed analysis of each
document, however the comparison will reveal if the quality does or does not meet the
criteria. If it does not, recommendations will be made on how to do so.
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Each of these items presents a snapshot of a specific aspect of municipal business practice
and in total provides an overall picture of how the municipality conducts its business (See
Appendix B for Advanced Material Review).

RESULTS
The result of the GMPA is the report documenting issues and themes identified, community
assets and liabilities, the key document review findings with recommendations for
improvements where indicated, and opportunities for success. Some areas require further
study and evaluation of perceptions or they are beyond the scope of the study. The report
will give the municipal leaders targets for improvements in governance and management
areas and better position the community for success in economic growth.
The assessment team consisted of Dawn Peters, Melissa Henriksen, and Katie Davison, of the
Center for Governmental Studies (CGS) at Northern Illinois University and Bradford
Townsend, a former village manager and currently a financial advisor with Ehlers and
Associates, Inc. The on‐site assessment process began with interviews of Village elected and
appointed officials, employees, residents, and business owners. All interviews were
conducted face‐to‐face or over the phone when schedules did not allow for face to face
interviews (See Appendix C for Interview Questions).
The following individuals were interviewed on October 5th, 6th, and 13th 2010, or over the
telephone on additional dates after the site visits:

1.
2.
3.

Tom Mick, Village Manager
Robert Wilcox, Fire Chief
Larrie Kerestes, Community
Development
4. Hildy Kingma, Economic Development
and Planning
5. Sandra Zoellner, Economic
Development and Planning
6. Sam Montella, Economic
Development and Planning
7. Ken Eyer, Public Works Director
8. Bonita Dillard, Trustee
9. Paul Stephanides, Village Attorney
10. Craig Kaufman, IT Administrator
11. Vernita Lewis, Chair, Plan
Commission
12. Denyse Carreras, Director of
Personnel

13. Jason Miller, Director of Public
Relations
14. George Manno, Resident
15. Barbara Osuch, Library Director
16. Tiffani Graham, Resident
17. Mike Jordan, Business Owner
18. Denise Pavlik, SouthCom Executive
Director
19. Gary Kopycinski, Trustee
20. John Ostenburg, Mayor
21. Mary Dankowski, Finance
Director/Deputy Village Manager
22. Sandi Black, Deputy Village Clerk
23. Sheila McGann, Village Clerk
24. Jenise Ervin, Director of Public Health
25. Rob McCray, Trustee
26. John Joyce, Director of Recreation
and Parks
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LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

Tom Fleming, Police Chief
Ken Kramer, Trustee
Dan Graham, Business Owner
Mae Brandon, Trustee
Luke Helm, Resident
Georgia O’Neill, Trustee
Mel Muchnik, Resident

34. Elliott Johnson, Aunt Martha’s Youth
Service/Rich Township
35. Ron Bean, School Board Member &
Former Mayor
36. Gigi Moore, Aunt Martha’s Youth
Services
37. Walt Edmisten, Resident

Tom Mick, Village Manager, conducted a tour of the community for the GMPA team on the
morning of October 5, 2010. This included a drive through lands incorporated to Park Forest
and many adjacent properties. The team viewed public facilities, areas of potential
redevelopment prospects, and locations of boundary lines.
All checklists and questionnaires used in the
GMPA process were submitted (See Appendix
D for Service Delivery Checklists). Advance
materials were provided as requested and as
they were available. The assessment team
participated in the review of materials. Team
members also requested, received, and
reviewed additional information from Village
staff during the site visit.
Village staff
forwarded more materials after the site visit in
response to the team's request.

COMMUNITY DESCRIPTION

Park Forest is a village located south of Chicago in both Cook County and Will County, Illinois.
Park Forest is bordered by Olympia Fields to the north, Chicago Heights to the east,
University Park to the south, South Chicago Heights and Crete to the southeast, and Richton
Park and Matteson to the west.
According to the 2000 Census, there were 23,462 people, 9,138 households, and 6,186
families residing in the village. The 2009 estimate for population was 22,462, which is a
decrease of 4.3%. According to Village administration, approximately 18% of the population
resides in Will County, while 82% reside in Cook County. The median age is 35.8 which is
about the same as the statewide figure for Illinois (35.9). Public schools include Rich
Township High School and four elementary schools; Illinois, Indiana, Mohawk, and Talala.
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I.

In 2000, the median income Demographic Changes in Park Forest
for a household in the
2000
2009
% Change
village was $47,579, and Demographic
(Est.)
the 2006‐2008 three‐year
Population
23,462
22,462
‐4.3%
estimates
from
the
Median Income
$47,579 $48,861
+2.7
American
Community
Below Poverty Line‐Individual
6.7%
12.1%
+5.4
Survey (ACS)1 was $48,861,
Below Poverty Line‐Family
5.7%
7.4%
+1.7
which represents a 2.7%
Unemployment Rate
4.7%
11.3%
+6.6
increase. In 2009, in the
Source: ACS, 2009, LAUS, 2009, US Census, 2009
United States of America,
the poverty threshold for a
single person under 65 was $11,161; the threshold for a family group of four, including two
children, was $21,756. In Park Forest, 6.7% of individuals in 2000 met this threshold, while by
2009, this had increased to 12.1%. Similarly, in 2000 5.7% of families were below the poverty
line, while that number increased to 7.4% in 2009.

Built 2000 to 2004
Built 1990 to 1999
Built 1980 to 1989
Built 1970 to 1979
Built 1960 to 1969
Built 1950 to 1959

299
235
272
701
1,426
5,419

3.0%
2.3%
2.7%
6.9%
14.1%
53.6%

Built 1940 to 1949
Built 1939 or earlier
Source: ACS, 2009

1,485
218

14.7%
2.2%

According to 2009 ACS data, there were 10,103
housing units in Park Forest, with a median value
of $115,500. There is a vacancy rate of 6.7%
which is approximately 677 housing units vacant.
As shown in the table to the right, the vast
majority of housing construction in Park Forest
occurred in the 1950s, as well as a large number
built from 1940‐49 and 1960‐69.

1

The American Community Survey (ACS) is an ongoing survey that provides data every year, giving communities more
current information than the Census can provide. It is based on estimates of a three‐year average, and in this case
represents 2006‐2008.
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The increase in numbers could be a reflection of the dramatic increase in unemployment in
the area. In 2000, Park Forest had an unemployment rate of 4.7% which was in line with
both Illinois (4.5%) and the U.S. (4.0%) averages. The unemployment rate has increased to
11.3% as of 2009 (most recent available through Illinois Labor Force estimates for a
community of this size). This is above both the
House Characteristics
Illinois rate (10.1%) and the U.S. (9.3%). While
Year Structure Built Count (#) Share (%) this is an alarming increase, the entire country is
Total housing units
10,103
10,103
suffering from similar hikes in unemployment
Built 2005 or later
48
0.5%
rates due to the national recession.

Of some concern is that only 48 homes have been built since 2005. This is mostly likely a
reflection of the stagnant economy, and the fallout from the housing market crisis. Many
interviewees described this as an issue in attracting young families to the area in the next
section.
In 2008, 3,029 jobs were available in
Park Forest, with the majority
located in the Health Care and Social
Assistance sector (47.6%) accounting
for 1,442 jobs. Education Services
was second (21.4%), followed in a
distant third by the Public
Administration sector (7.1%). The
table on the left shows the top five
jobs by industry in 2008.

Top 5 Park Forest 2008 Jobs by Jobs (#)
Share (%)
Industry Type (2‐digit NAICS)
Health Care and Social Assistance
1,442
47.6%
Educational Services
647
21.4
Public Administration
215
7.1
Administration & Support, Waste
131
4.3
Management
Retail Trade
102
3.4
TOTAL WORK FORCE FOR TOP 5
2,537
84%
Source: Illinois Department of Employment Security, 2008

Later in the report, the diversity of tax revenue and jobs will be analyzed in more detail.
However, it can easily be seen that the economic base has some diversity, however the tax
base may be suffering from the lack of retail, and overall development and redevelopment,
which is discussed as a challenge facing the Village in the interview section.

Chicago, IL
Park Forest village, IL
Chicago Heights village, IL
Richton Park village, IL
Homewood village, IL
Matteson village, IL
Harvey village, IL
University Park village, IL
Hazel Crest village, IL
Tinley Park village, IL
All Other Locations
Source: US Census 2008

Count (#)
457
308
122
84
63
58
53
45
44
43
1,752

Share (%)
15.1%
10.2
4.0
2.8
2.1
1.9
1.7
1.5
1.5
1.4
57.8

It is positive that Park Forest is able to
attract workers from many different
areas including eight other counties
(outside of Will and Cook) and four
other states besides Illinois (Indiana,
Michigan, Wisconsin and Ohio). This
potential labor pool can help attract
additional
businesses
and
development.
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Employment data from 2008 shows that 76.4% of those employed in Park Forest live in either
Will or Cook County, with the majority (15.1%) living in Chicago, Illinois. Park Forest is a close
second with 10.2%, followed by
Labor Shed:
Chicago Heights (4.0%).
Where Workers Live who are Employed in Park Forest

Conversely, as shown in the graph on
the left, Park Forest also has many
residents that commute to jobs outside
of the area for employment. The
employment data details the daily
migration of workers to job sites
outside of Park Forest. For example,
while Park Forest gains 457 workers
from Chicago, it also loses about 2,240
workers who live in Park Forest but
work in Chicago.

Commute Shed:
Where Workers are Employed who Live in Park Forest
Count (#)
Share (%)
Chicago, IL
2,240
23.2%
Chicago Heights village, IL
617
6.4
Park Forest village, IL
308
3.2
Matteson village, IL
298
3.1
Tinley Park village, IL
264
2.7
Harvey village, IL
206
2.1
University Park village, IL
176
1.8
Orland Park village, IL
171
1.8
Richton Park village, IL
169
1.8
Homewood village, IL
163
1.7
All Other Locations
5,036
52.2
Source: US Census 2008

Also, the Village of Chicago Heights
claims 617 of Park Forest’s residents,
but 122 employees commute from Chicago Heights to work in Park Forest as well. It is
important to know and understand commuting patterns because it affects what people buy
and where they get goods and services from, which stores or businesses will locate to an area
given traffic, and helps economic developers establish potential collaborations and
partnerships.

II.

ISSUES AND THEMES IDENTIFIED

Issues and themes were identified from the village’s application for a GMPA, the above
referenced interviews, comprehensive plan materials, other documents, and websites
sponsored by the Village of Park Forest.

The following issues were raised in the application and/or noticed by the GMPA team in
reviewing the application:




There is a need for commercial redevelopment
There is a need to address aging infrastructure
The Village struggles to engage and meet the needs of a changing and diverse
population

B. Interviews
Person‐to‐person interviews were conducted with 37 people on October 5th, 6th, and 13th,
2010. The following 10 questions, plus follow‐up queries when needed, were posed to
interviewees. Each session took between 30 and 60 minutes to complete. While the answers
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A. Application

were unique, common statements and reoccurring themes emerged. Our team offers a
disclaimer concerning the contents of this section that opinions expressed may or may not be
factually based. Interviewees were free to express what they perceive to be the situation in
Park Forest. Further, the statements may or may not be consistent with findings and
recommendations of the NIU IMAP team. They are summarized here.

WHAT DO YOU LIKE ABOUT YOUR COMMUNITY?
An overwhelming majority of those interviewed stated that they enjoy the uniqueness and
small town atmosphere where “everyone knows everyone” even though they are nearly 25,000
in population. Many of those interviewed described diversity, and embracing that diversity, as
one of the best qualities the Village has to offer. The Village, in terms of government and
administration, is open, transparent, accessible and responsive. People were very happy with
the support of the arts and their parks and recreation facilities. Many interviewees mentioned
a strong police department that is actively engaged with the community and especially the
youth. Also, many in the community are actively involved in volunteering and supporting
cultural activities. Lastly, there is a sense of entrepreneurialism in the community and a “let’s
do it first” mentality: planned community; outdoor shopping plaza; and going green are
examples.

Economic Development, Property Taxes and Financial Pressure
One of the main concerns was the length of time it has taken for economic development
initiatives to address redevelopment. The lack of large businesses and the disappearance of the
retail base are causing a burden on the individual tax payers. This is especially true of the
elderly, who are often on a fixed income, and can no longer afford to live in the Village due to
property tax increases. Interviewees acknowledge that the effects of the downturn in the
national economy are impacting local development and that Park Forest has been interested in
attracting commercial development, but not much has been happening in that arena.
The high property taxes were mentioned by nearly every interviewee, and although people
understand that schools are a big part of that, it is still a burden. Also, with the schools not
doing so well, the financial question of “Why do we pay so much, for little results?” naturally
arises. This directly leads to the attraction and retention of young families, new housing and
new development.
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WHAT DON’T YOU LIKE ABOUT WHAT IS HAPPENING IN YOUR COMMUNITY?
Most respondents had to put a lot of thought into this question, mainly because they did not
have a lot of negative things to say about the community, but several themes emerged.

Housing and Perceptions of Crime
Some residents were concerned with the number of abandoned homes and abandoned
businesses in the area, including the downtown. The maintenance of homes, both rentals and
owner‐occupied, came up as issues. There is a perception that some of the people who are
moving into the Village cause problems which result in higher crime rates. This issue is not
specific to Park Forest, according to interviewees; it is the region as well. The region is under
pressure because of changes in Chicago with the tearing down of public housing, resulting in a
tremendous amount of pressure on the surrounding communities. This is both in terms of large
numbers of people who need more services and who need to be acclimated to a more
suburban way of life. In turn, outward migration has put tremendous pressure on the schools.
Overall, respondents agree that there are a few pockets of “unpleasantries” and higher crime
areas, but the police seem to be trying to address the issues. There was a concern that the
perception of crime and the reality of crime are not the same.

A secondary effect of the perception of poor school systems is a community wide concern
about youth behavior becoming more rowdy and street‐oriented. Some residents feel that the
Village has a responsibility to control the youth issues by creating after school activities and
continuing to encourage the positive roles that police officers and police programs have on
youth. There was also a push that parents need to assume more responsibility for being
involved as well.

WHAT IS YOUR OPINION OF MUNICIPAL SERVICES?
There was a consensus among respondents that there was not a lot to complain about in terms
of municipal services. Many of the individuals interviewed felt that the Village was doing the
best it could with the resources available. There may be a need for some services to be
consolidated, similar to the 911 dispatch center, in order to move forward successfully. The
Village offers a lot that could be done by outside agencies at a cost savings. A minor issue of
concern was an aging infrastructure, but again residents felt that the Village was doing the best
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Youth and the School Systems
In general, the interviewees see the Park Forest School System as the largest barrier to
attracting and retaining individuals with children because the school system is not up to
acceptable academic standards. The ability to grow as a community and have engaged youth is
impossible without a decent school system. Couple this with property taxes being high and
disproportionate to other communities (especially border communities) and community
members see this as an issue. “White Flight” is becoming an issue, and interviewees do not feel
that school board members are addressing it.

it could with available resources. They have an excellent Aqua Center that is well‐staffed, well‐
maintained, and well‐run. This provides a positive outlet for youth.
The staff at the Village tries to reach out to citizens, keeping them informed and involved.
There was some concern over Village cleanliness and garbage in terms of timeliness, removing
all debris, and tree trimming. Again, the police and fire departments were mentioned as
sources of pride for the community.
Although interviewees thought there were a lot of services for the size of the town, the
complaint of too high of taxes is also mentioned. Many residents sense that the Village is
suffering economically due to the lack tax base, and many suggested that the Village needs
some businesses that do rely on traffic. Lastly, there was an overall sense that employees care
as much about the community as the residents, as a sense of pride in the community.

IN YOUR OPINION, WHAT COULD BE DONE TO IMPROVE MUNICIPAL SERVICES?
Themes among the recommendations included: increasing the tax base to alleviate the reliance
on property tax dollars; more ways to communicate between Village and residents (i.e., better
Web site, easier access, expanded Village hours); create an animal patrol; a bracelet program
for senior citizens and handicapped residents; sidewalk repair program; focus on other areas
for development besides downtown (i.e., Route 30 where there is high exposure).


WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES FACING YOUR MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT?
Economic Development: Many respondents talked about
economic development in general as a need. There was
some focus on trying to make a grocery store successful,
while acknowledging that there are stores closely located
to Park Forest and there have been some failures. There
needs to be a diversification of the tax base, with an
emphasis on different businesses and industries, so the
community will not be so vulnerable to the varying
success of the retail sector.
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In general, as stated above, there were not many complaints about municipal services; however
the respondents as a whole feel like the community can be improved most by communication,
collaboration and consolidation, maintaining strong, transparent leadership, teamwork,
accountability and responsiveness of the local government.

Housing and Crime: Housing redevelopment and new development (i.e., the old golf course)
were mentioned as challenges to attracting middle class residents. This is complicated by the
high property taxes in the area, both business and residential. There needs to be attention
given to Eastgate and the rental portion of the multi‐family townhomes because these are two
areas of town that are causing problems for the community due to crime, or perception of
crime, and their growing need for services.
Schools: Local governments have to be more proactive in working with the school districts and
viewing the school district as their partners. Park Forest is served by five school districts for
the elementary and high school. The municipality needs to be more active in all of the school
boards to hold them accountable for positive outcomes. This goes hand‐in‐hand with needing
to attract new residents through an improved relationship with schools.
Succession planning was also mentioned as a challenge. As older workers retire, a void will be
left within the Village. This presents an opportunity to seriously look at hiring the right talent and


WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES FACING YOUR COMMUNITY?
Several respondents said that competition among neighboring communities for jobs, residents,
and retail are challenges. Also, there is a concern for residents to send their children to the
local Park Forest School Systems. It is important to provide affordable housing for younger
families, and address the property tax issue that is hindering the housing market, including the
five Park Forest area cooperative corporations (co‐op) paying their fair share in taxes. It is a
challenge to attract and retain businesses to increase sales tax receipts and relieve the
dependency on property taxes. Some residents do not have a sense of volunteerism for
community and not‐for‐profit organizations. New residents moving in do not have the same
sense of community and participation and longer‐term residents and parents seem to be less
engaged in the schools.

WHAT WOULD YOU DO TO FACE THESE CHALLENGES?
The Village needs to be more aggressive about getting things done and taking the lead on
economic development; be prepared for the upswing of the economy. There needs to be a
focus on being more proactive and going out to seek businesses that will be best for the
community. A few interviewees said the community could use more affordable housing in
order to attract young families, which could mean redevelopment or utilizing vacant land.
Many interviewees acknowledged the slumbering housing market, but a plan can be ready for
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not just promote from within. It also provides an opportunity to develop people within the organization
to give current employees the opportunity to move up. It is a great opportunity for professional
development from within and to “get the right people on the bus”.

when that changes. It is also important to instill in new homeowners and residents what is
expected in terms of upkeep, maintenance, and codes, while trying to have current property
owners maintain their property as well.


WHAT DO YOU THINK THE RESIDENTS SAY ABOUT THE COMMUNITY?
Many stated that they are hearing from the residents that there is a need for a more vibrant
economy as it relates to businesses. Business development is struggling and attracting new
business and retaining the ones the Village has is a struggle. They also sense the impact that
finances and the schools have on the community and are concerned about it. There was some
consensus that Park Forest has been a great place overall, but over the last 10 years or so it has
been deteriorating. In a lot of ways the sense
of community is dying because many people
are leaving due to high property taxes and the
increase in crime (many noted it was reality,
while others claimed it was perception). The
services provided are done so with a balanced
budget, and in the best way with limited
resources, including great parks, cultural
activities, and bike trails. Many felt that
residents would say they have a great
government that is open and honest with little
to no power struggles.

WHAT DO PEOPLE FROM OUTSIDE THE COMMUNITY SAY ABOUT YOUR COMMUNITY?
Some interviewees said that those who know Park Forest admire the community; others that
do not know as much think that property taxes are too high and they could live in better places.
Some people outside of the community see Park Forest in a poor light because housing is not as
modern as other communities; no ability to modernize.
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The Village needs to explore different industries for growth, and sustain growth in the
commercial and retail sectors that support the kind of community that is wanted. This could
include hiring more economic development staff to try to get more retail and other industries
to increase revenues. Interviewees want to see the community marketed and branded, (i.e., a
shop local campaign). The community needs to be encouraged to get involved and attend
meetings. When it comes to the school issues, the respondents noted that responsibility also
belongs to the parents and parenting. Education is a cooperative effort, and all parties need to
come together from parents, to the school boards, to the Village.

Other interviewees said that Park Forest has been put on the map in the last 5‐10 years and
that other communities look to Park Forest as setting an example – a model for how to govern
and grow. This dueling role seems to be emphasized from other interviewees who said there is
an identity crisis in the Park Forest, “Who are we going to be?” They talked about the need for
branding and moving “beyond the mall mentality.” What does the future look like?


DO YOU HAVE ANY SPECIFIC AREAS THAT YOU FEEL SHOULD BE ADDRESSED IN THIS
STUDY?
The age old question of finances and how to attract retail, commercial, and residential
development and thoughts for the timing should be addressed. If there really is an economic
recovery on the horizon, what does the future hold for development? It was recommended
that Park Forest pursue proactive strategic planning for land use and economic development.
The Village needs to address the tri‐village development issue (Olympia Fields, Matteson & Park
Forest) and do more with bordering neighbors (Chicago Heights, University Park). This could
include consolidation of Village services, which was mentioned several times, as an approach to
alleviation, regionalism and efficiency.

Schools are a major issue – schools impact demographics and who wants to move in, both
business and residential. It is also tied directly to economic development, the housing market,
crime, and needs to be looked at holistically, not just as one chunk on its own. Park Forest is an
ecosystem and when one part fails, the ecosystem can fail. As a Village, explore some of the
best practices for small municipalities that Park Forest can adopt. Park Forest needs to get back
to the community pride that they once had.
C. Comprehensive Land Use Plan
The Village of Park Forest has a long history of community and land use planning. This policy
and practice goes back to its origin in the 1940’s as one of the planned communities established
to create housing opportunities for military veterans after World War II. A good example of this
legacy is the process that resulted in publication of the Comprehensive Plan 1980‐81. That
document refers to a variety of previous efforts including the Comprehensive Plan 1967.
The 1980‐81 plan states the purpose for undertaking this type of activity:
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There is a need to focus on co‐op issues and questions about equalizing taxes, paying their fair
share for the basic services. Any ways to alleviate the property tax burden, including analyzing
the diversity of industry and type of jobs where residents can earn a decent living. Park Forest
is a planned community and they need to plan their future and go after it.

“The Comprehensive Plan is a management tool. It’s an instrument which
establishes long‐range policies for the Village in a coordinated, unified
manner … The Comprehensive Plan helps elected and appointed officials
make difficult choices between competing interests and it serves as a guide
for decision‐making. The Plan does not resolve differences; rather, it
highlights those differences and focuses attention upon them so they can be
resolved.” (Background Information, pp. 1‐2)
The plan has ten “input” chapters that catalog the process involving officials and members of
the community, in‐depth research on a wide range of community facts, and planning guides on
a variety of topics. Attention is paid to facilities, services, and land use for both public and
private activities. Input #10 on Land Use and Environment alone provides insight on the
community as a whole. Here is a succinct description:
“As a Planned Community, Park Forest’s land use pattern was set by the
original developer. The community was planned as a freestanding suburban
satellite town. The early plans called for a concentrated urban core (the
Park Forest Plaza) surrounded by relatively high density townhouses with the
balance of the community being family homes. Construction in the Village
followed this well‐defined pattern. Now the Village encompasses almost 5‐
square miles of which 95% are developed.” (Land Use & Environment, p. 1)

 “Economic Development – To provide a broad range of convenient retail,
service, and industrial opportunities … To expand Park Forest’s tax base in
order to maintain a high service level … to promote the Park Forest Plaza
area as the Village’s downtown. (Land Use & Environment, p. 37)
 Housing ‐ To preserve and enhance Park Forest’s stable residential
environment, providing persons of all ages, races, and incomes the
opportunity to live in sound, affordable housing. (Land Use & Environment,
p. 43)
 Land Use & Environment – To provide a framework for the orderly and
sensitive development and/or redevelopment of the Village … To provide a
living environment which offers a clear sense of community, while still
providing for individuality. (Land Use & Environment, p. 45)
 Establish and enforce urban design mechanisms such as sign ordinances,
landscaping standards, landmark preservation, and architectural
standards.” (Land Use & Environment, p. 46)
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That chapter of the plan goes on to list goals, objectives and policies for a variety of topics. A
few noteworthy examples are listed below:

Another feature of the Comprehensive Plan is the Land Use Map and supporting maps. There
are many similarities to the current Land Use Map. The contents of this document clearly point
to a progressive approach to community stewardship. Community leaders took their charge
seriously with the intent to use the plans as a guide for implementation. For example, the
Village initiated a program to identify and pursue the acquisition of tax delinquent properties.
Some are rehabilitated and many are demolished. The purpose is to remove urban blight as a
way to stabilize the neighborhoods. This theme carries forward in subsequent years as our
reviews of other documents in the following paragraphs indicate.
D. DownTown Master Plan
We will not recount here the many events leading up to the current situation regarding the
place now called DownTown Park Forest because they are well‐known to community leaders
and others. It should suffice to state that overall economic conditions, additional
transportation routes in southern Cook County, corresponding changes in traffic patterns,
corporate business decisions, the decisions of neighboring municipalities, and local actions all
played a role. We further observe that this business district has been the subject of debate and
some controversy over the years. Nevertheless, decisions and actions indicate that a long‐
standing consensus exists to continue implementing a master plan for the downtown.
Commitment and determination to forge ahead are a common theme among those the IMAP‐
GMPA team interviewed. This is blended with an apparent openness to ideas that may improve
the efforts.

“In response to a changed retail environment
and desire to make downtown a
more
attractive shopping area, the Village took
purchased the
control of its destiny and
property in December, 1995. The Village now
owns 90% of all targeted development
properties in Downtown Park Forest.” (p. 1)
The essence of the plan is to recognize three basic
factors: the site is no longer a regional draw, citizens
still consider the area to be the heart of town, and it
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The President and Board of Trustees adopted a first master plan (MP) in 1997 for creating a
different kind of business district in the former Park Forest Plaza regional mall. This marked the
beginning of a long‐term strategy to transform what became a vacant and blighted area into a
more traditional community downtown. The original
MP stated the underlying premise:

has sustainable value as a scaled‐down community service and retail center. Recommendations
encompass demolition of 200,000 square feet of former commercial space to the
redevelopment of 25 acres of old parking lot and former retail space into
condominiums/townhomes. This was a bold MP! The planning consultant illustrated potential
improvements through numerous renderings and maps.



“…the Village has established a cultural arts center…the arts continue to
appear to be the most powerful theme for Downtown.” (p. 11)



“… build on the community’s loyalty and the public’s desire to go back to
traditional downtowns not only for shopping but to socialize and have fun.”
(p. 11)



“Providing more activities and amenities for seniors, especially now that
174 new residents will be living in the new senior housing, could provide
additional strength to the Downtown market.” (p.11)



Opening up the center of the vacant mall, where the smaller shops, theater
and Village Green were located, was the critical first step in the
redevelopment process. (p. 13)



The large unattractive parking lots on the perimeter of the new Downtown
have become physical and psychological barriers to the area’s
revitalization. Improving the lots and reconstructing the parking lot
driveways as interconnected pedestrian‐friendly streets … are critical to
changing the real and perceived isolation of Downtown. Completion would
alleviate parking congestion on Main Street.” (p. 13)

Again, planners produced updated renderings and maps. They illustrated what later became
the Victoria Place townhome development on the west side of Downtown, the Victory Center
independent living and assisted living centers, and store fronts along Main Street. The report
lists commercial, residential, and institutional developments that were attracted to the area.
The MP Update concludes with recommended implementation of remaining priorities by
phases. Here are representative items:


“Conduct a feasibility study of the reuse of former Marshall Field’s building
for a banquet facility and/or culinary school.” (p. 25)
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The MP Update of 2002 was commissioned to review existing physical conditions, public
improvements and private developments that occurred during the five intervening years,
conduct focus group discussions, and facilitate workshops to consider new planning/design
ideas. Village leaders were clearly on‐task, wanted to pause for a brief time, and take another
look at the situation with the help of professional planning consultants. Here is a sample of MP
Update findings:





“Organize a new focused Downtown marketing program that targets
commercial business for Downtown core building spaces … encourage
townhomes and apartment buildings for Victory Place frontage sites.” (p.
25)
“Review annual program of activities [for the Village Green] to determine if
additional events and activities could be added to draw more people to
Downtown.” (p. 25)

The report states that clutter and confusion at specified places should be replaced with clear,
welcoming, and informative signage. This includes wayfaring signs and storefront signs within
the Downtown with entrances facing toward Main Street. Two of the most prominent
outcomes of the recommendations are the Downtown Park Forest entryway arch and the tall
marquee sign on Lincoln Highway (Also known as U.S. Route 30 and 211th Street).
Our team reviewed these reports knowing what has happened the past 8 years. The Village
clearly stayed the course in testing alternatives and in implementing changes using the MP and
MP Update as a guide. Examples include erecting new street signage, demolishing the Marshall
Field’s building, and retaining long‐standing businesses in the redeveloped Downtown.
Additionally, higher density housing is now located in the western part of Downtown Park
Forest.
E. Downtown Conversion

One document from recent Village records provides insight and regarding this topic. In 2003,
Park Forest took part in one of the Technical Assistance Panel projects produced by the Urban
Land Institute Chicago in cooperation with the Campaign for Sensible Growth. The study report
entitled Park Forest, Illinois, Building on the Legacy: Creating a New DownTown has been used
as a guide. The report has influenced recent planning, decision‐making, and action. It is
referenced in the most recent Park Forest Strategic Plan for Land Use and Economic
Development (see p. 2). Notable findings and recommendations that may still be relevant
today are displayed in “italics” followed by an IMAP‐GMPA team comment in [brackets]:



Resident Comments: “High taxes present a significant challenge for the
Village…We’ve voted for every single referendum for the schools…and
three‐quarters of it goes there.” (p. 12)
Study Panel: “Cook County Property taxes create an ‘excessive burden’ that
Park Forest cannot ignore.” (p. 14) [The property tax rates may be higher
than many communities, but the cost of housing is lower in the affordable
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Village of Park Forest officials, current and past, have been working on ways to convert the
former Park Forest Plaza regional mall into a town center. This has been a complex challenge
with the Village undertaking a monumental intervention after the original business model
failed.
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community of Park Forest. There is an inverse relationship in the
property assessment and taxation formula. When a local government sets
the levy, the County will compensate by either raising rates on a
diminished equalized assessed valuation (EAV) or by reducing rates on an
appreciated EAV. The former applies to Park Forest.]
Resident Comments: “The town’s original planners paid little attention to
industrial development.” (p. 12) [There is only one relatively small area
zoned M‐1 for light industrial and M‐2 for heavy industrial.]
Study Panel: “The potential for programming along Main Street and on the
Village Green has drawing power for more than just the 24,000 residents of
the Village. The Social aspects (that the arts assets) provide to you is
unmatched.” (p. 15) [The Village Calendar of Events Spring/Summer 2010
and Business Resource Guide 2010/11 are examples of promotional
materials the Village has created to promote Downtown assets.]
Study Panel: “The panel’s commercial vision positions the downtown as a
specialty and convenience center. Park Forest must reduce its retail square
footage to between 150,000 to 200,000 to match demand, based on the
rule of thumb that a retail area needs about 8 square feet of space per
person; using the Village’s 24,000 population as a yardstick.” (p. 15) “…look
at perhaps razing the back portion (of Marshall Fields), preserving the
historic façade on the Village Green.” (p. 19) [The report previously noted
that a total of 363,000 sq. ft. remained of the former mall turned
downtown area. (p. 4) The Village has reduced excess capacity during the
intervening years with demolition of the former Marshall Fields
department store.]
Study Panel: “The panel’s commercial strategy hinged heavily on hiring a
professional leasing and management director, or an outside firm, to
complement the Village’s existing staff.” (p. 16) “…start by hiring a
development advisor to direct retail and residential development and
manage other consultants….hire additional dedicated staff in the person of
a downtown redevelopment director…” (p.19) [The Village now employs a
Director of Economic Development and Planning, an Assistant Director of
Economic Development and Planning, a Director of Community
Development, a Community Relations Coordinator, and a Downtown Park
Forest Property Manager.]
Study Panel: “…develop an annual marketing budget that includes line
items for informational materials and public relations, trips to trade shows,
and paid advertising.” (p. 16) “…the Village should plan on spending
somewhere between $75,000 and $100,000 overall.” (p. 22) [The annual
Village Budget for 2010‐11 includes funding for the Department of
Economic Development (ED). Dollars spent far exceed the panel’s
suggestion with the ED budget directed toward promotion, attraction, and
retention activities.]







Study Panel: “The Village should investigate the market for residences with
10 to 15 dwelling units per acre, assuming two‐ to four‐story buildings, with
a mix a multi‐family mid‐rises and townhouses.” (p. 18) “…the community
will need to prove that new housing can be absorbed.” (p. 23) [The Village
did attract a quality townhome development on property at the northwest
area of the downtown. Various types of senior‐oriented housing are still
viable on a large scale in the current market. The Victoria Place multi‐family
senior housing was built in the eastern entry lane along Main Street.
Nevertheless, can the community absorb more conventional housing and
senior housing for active adults or limited care?]
Study Panel: “Better builders like to see a couple‐hundred units (of housing)
or more. That’s what’s economically viable. You also will be able to absorb
some of the excess parking that some folks feel has a blighting effect.” (p.
17) [The housing market and economy the past three years has not been
conducive to major housing development or redevelopment.]
Study Panel: “…the downtown still looks like a mall from a distance. We
like the idea of getting rid of the parking and expanding housing to the
south and across from the senior complex.” (p. 21) “…clustering commercial
spaces and grouping ‘like uses’ in the three major clusters of arts, food and
entertainment, and services for synergies…orienting activity toward the
street is an ace‐in‐the‐hole.” (pp. 16‐17) [Signage on buildings and for
wayfaring through the downtown is now primarily oriented toward Main
Street.]
Study Panel: “…reserve its existing TIF increment for commercial and
infrastructure use...” (p.18) [The annual Village Budget for 2010‐11
includes funding for the Downtown Tax Increment Financing (TIF) District.
The TIF emphasizes tax rebates and infrastructure improvements.]

The Village has a record of accomplishment,
but has not yet achieved the ultimate goal to
fully redevelop a self‐sustaining downtown
Park Forest. The bottom‐line message from
the study is to down‐scale former mall
property, introduce more housing as a
catalyst for residential‐commercial synergy,
and build on the strength of existing arts and
services. The Village has been implementing
this approach in various ways for many years.
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F.

Strategic Planning

The Village has used different forms of community and operational planning for many years
(See subsections C and D above as prime examples). Officials, staff and others take planning
seriously as a way of doing business in Park Forest. They have used this methodology to
evaluate issues, set policy, work to implement priorities, periodically review outcomes, and
make adjustments when necessary. There have been notable amount of patience and
endurance in the pursuit of goals and objectives. This extraordinary characteristic spans many
years and different terms of the Board of Trustees. Continuity in leadership and supporting
staff has contributed to this positive situation. A good example concerning land use and
resource allocation is the Comprehensive Plan 1980‐81. In regard to strategic planning the
Village produced Pride in the Past, Promise for the Future: Strategic Plan, June 1992 and the
Strategic Plan for Land Use and Economic Development, November 2008.

“This community wide Strategic Plan addresses other distinct, strategic areas of
the community that, when taken together with the plans for DownTown and the
211th Street Metra Station, will serve as the Village’s comprehensive plan for land
use and economic development. Together, these plans establish and prioritize
the Village’s development agenda, with the ultimate goal of building a stronger
tax base and enabling the creation of a more sustainable community.” (p. 3)
“…these Plans will provide policy direction over the next fifteen years for Village
staff and officials, in particular the Sub‐Areas included in the Plan. As with any
comprehensive plan, these Plans will be living documents, with the necessity that
they be revisited and updated from time to time to reflect changing market
conditions, Village priorities and emerging opportunities.” (p. 5)
The report goes on to identify residential, commercial and employment goals. An
underlying theme is that housing and retail development can strengthen each other.
The synergy created by both produces an outcome greater than what each could
generate individually. In order for Park Forest to fully embrace this theory, the report
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The 1992 strategic plan (SP) was produced with the typical process of group brainstorming,
deliberation, goal‐setting, and timelines for implementation. It covers a wide scope of issues in
the community: e.g., housing, human services, community image, redevelopment, etc… (See
Sec. IV Review of Key Documents at subsection A on Values, Mission, Goals and Objectives
Statements regarding this document.) In contrast, the SP produced in 2008 is a detailed study
of economic development from the land use perspective. Findings describe the status of
specific locations within the Village. Recommendations are presented on how best to improve
those locations for the betterment of the community at‐large. Further, targeted sites are
prioritized with consideration toward sequencing of projects, the interrelationship of projects,
the impact on other properties, and financial return on investment for the Village. The
purpose of the report is stated and restated:

advocates for proactive support of both forms of land use adjacent to each other. This
position was derived in part from an inventory of existing conditions conducted at the
front end of the SP process:
“…the Village is losing over $100 million in annual retail sales potential to
other jurisdictions. If residents were the only factor generating sales in the
community, the community would see almost $140 million in sales. But
stores in Park Forest currently support only about $36 million in sales.
Clearly there are opportunities in several key retail segments to draw
additional sales growth to the Village.” (p. 10)
The report presents a consistent strategy of promoting the highest and best use of
multiple sites throughout the community. The range of ideas include higher density
housing in existing residential areas and changing existing residential property to retail
when traffic patterns provide the opportunity for business customers. Redevelopment
opportunities were described for seven sub‐areas. The most promising were analyzed
further to test the potential rate return on investment by the Village (see p. 25 of
report).
The question of whether Park Forest leaders act on SP’s and other plans is actually
addressed by the consultants in this report:

One of the most obvious examples of Park Forest planning and action is the demolition
of more than 400,000 square feet of former regional mall space in the DownTown. [The
most recent building to go down is the nearly 120,000 sq. ft. former Marshall Fields
store.] That activity started during the time of this IMAP‐GMPA study. This follows
recommendations of previous plans to down‐scale the central business district.
Planners and decision‐makers concluded that the large amount of vacant space was not
needed. Further, it detracted from efforts to establish a quaint and attractive
community‐oriented downtown. A traditional Main Street was built through the
property and store fronts were directed toward it. New open space was filled with
higher density housing near the DownTown businesses. That established the potential
for a real‐life synergy between the residential and retail properties.
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“The recommendations from the Master Plan and the Technical Assistance
Panel have been nearly all implemented. While some redevelopment
remains to be undertaken, the transformation of DownTown Park Forest has
advanced enough to be characterized as a traditional downtown that
provides for store visibility, pedestrian access, an interconnected street
system, access to public transit, and a mix of land uses.” (p. DG‐1)

The details presented on sub‐areas are not reiterated here. We do want to point out
that the plan does prioritize the targeted sites. The section on Priorities for Action
provides the following listing:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

211th Street Metra Station Transit Oriented Development Area
DownTown Park Forest, including the DownTown Gateway
South Western Avenue Annexation Area
Eastgate Neighborhood
Residential Infill and Redevelopment
Norwood Square Shopping Center
Park Forest Business Park
Sauk Trail, including West Gateway, East Gateway and Corridor

“The Plan Commission and Board of Trustees chose to undertake
comprehensive planning by focusing on seven strategic areas of the Village
that need to have focused development and/or redevelopment attention
over the coming years. The Strategic Plan specifically incorporates the
DownTown Master Plan and the 211th Street Transit Oriented Development
Plan, so this means that the comprehensive plan address all the strategic
areas of the village.” (H. Kingma email message to B. Townsend dated
1/6/11)
The Director went on to state that the Village was in the process of developing a housing policy
plan (an element of the comprehensive plan) in partnership with the Metropolitan Mayors
Caucus and the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning. (See Sec. V Opportunities for
Success at subsection.)
G. Transit‐Oriented Development
Park Forest Officials and staff consider land adjacent to the 211th Street (Lincoln Highway/U.S.
Route 30) Metra Electric Train Station to be a prime target for redevelopment. Two former
automobile dealerships, one vacant and one re‐used for office space, are located next to the
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The apparent factors supporting the order of priorities are Village policy statements, the other
plans referenced above, and perceived market opportunities. Decisions and actions of the
Village in the wake of the report indicate an awareness to use the plan as a guide for how to
best use limited resources to achieve the stated priorities. The Economic Development and
Planning Director’s report to the President and Board of Trustees, dated 10/1/2010, describes
the status of priorities in the SP for Land Use and Economic Development (See pp. 4‐3 to 4‐6).
The Director explained to our team that the 2008 SP is comprised of the land use and economic
development elements of the Village’s official comprehensive plan formally adopted by the
Board in 2009 as Section 78‐62 of the Municipal Code. She further described how the Village
integrated the SP effort with Comprehensive Planning:

Park Forest commuter parking lot that
serves Metra riders. They believe this
proximity provides an opportunity to
leverage the train station for quality re‐use
of the properties. They met with leaders of
the Village of Olympia Fields and Village of
Matteson, who also identified underutilized
facilities and land within their jurisdiction, to
explore how they could work together to
redevelop the area. They jointly pursued and proceeded with a Transit Oriented Development
(TOD) study through the Regional Technical Assistance Program (RTAP) of the Regional
Transportation Authority (RTA). The RTAP scope encompassed a study of improvements to the
station buildings on the overpass platform, improvements to parking lots, better/safer
pedestrian access, and ways to use TOD strategies to promote redevelopment within a one‐half
mile radius of the Metra train station.







“There is potential for an additional 20,000 to 30‐000 sq. ft. of retail space
in the southeast quadrant along Lincoln Highway/US Highway 30,
assuming a stop light is installed at Indiana [Street] to ensure adequate
access.” (p 3‐10)
“A high retail vacancy rate along Lincoln Highway/US Highway 30 and the
planned redevelopment of the Lincoln Mall [in Matteson] will make it
difficult to attract a large number of retailers and restaurants to the station
area.” (p. 3‐10)
“The station area could support approximately 20,000 to 25,000 sq. ft. of
office space in a single‐use building or a mixed‐use retail and office
building that serves small office tenants.” (p. 3‐10)

The report went on to describe key issues and opportunities presented at the site:




“The most important opportunities relate to ‘areas with redevelopment
potential,’ which are underutilized and vacant parcels with near‐term
development potential … In addition there are numerous opportunities or
station improvements and streetscape enhancements.” (p. 4‐1)
“The two commercial properties and the commuter parking lot in Park
Forest may have redevelopment potential as a mixed‐use project with
retail/office uses, condominiums, townhouses, and structured parking.” (p.
4‐1)
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After completing an inventory of land around the train station, a full market assessment was
conducted to determine whether and to what extent new business or residential projects could
be attracted. Some of the findings are:

Workshop sessions, hosted by Park Forest, and Steering Committee meetings were held to
perfect a plan and reach consensus on pursuing it. Participants preferred short‐run and long‐
term improvements with a few presented here:








“[In the short‐run… Park Forest will seek out interested developers to
redevelop the commercial parcels along Lincoln Highway/US Highway 30
with mixed‐use commercial and with multi‐family residential uses.” (p. 6‐1)
“Park Forest should establish partnerships with the existing commercial
property owner, developer(s) and necessary public agencies to facilitate
redevelopment.” (p. 6‐6)
“[In the short‐run]… enhance the Lincoln Highway/US 30 underpass for
pedestrian comfort, while long‐term improvements should include a
pedestrian tunnel from Park Forest to the Matteson (south) station
entrance.” (p. 6‐1)
“In the long‐term, the Villages could seek out public and private funding
sources and work with Metra to explore the feasibility for two shared‐use
parking structures” (p. 6‐14)

In order to bring the ideas and plans to reality, the report recommends implementation
methods like those listed as follows:





“… a cooperative spirit and a project champion(s) are necessary for successful
implementation. Each Village should formally institutionalize their cooperative
efforts and designate a project representative to ensure that the planning and
implementation process are seamless and continuously pursued.” (p. 7‐2)
“The Villages should amend their development regulations to include a mixed‐use
zoning district, a planned unit development (PUD) classification, or a transit zoning
overlay [district].” (p. 7‐3)
“Each Village will need to contribute local funds for various public improvements in
order to highlight a commitment of its vision of the station area, and to provide an
incentive for the private sector to contribute through high quality development.”
(p. 7‐5)

There is a section on strategy that details different ways for the municipalities to take specific
action on redevelopment; e.g., Capital Improvement Plan with identified revenues, sales tax
revenue sharing among the municipalities, tax abatement incentives for developers, land
banking (Park Forest has already done this with one of the tax delinquent former car dealership
properties), Tax Increment Financing (TIF) District, Transportation Enhancement District, and
Business Improvement District. Other TOD‐related grant and in‐kind assistance programs are
also identified. The TOD report also advocates for intergovernmental initiatives including
lobbying transportation planners at the Chicago Metropolitan Agency on Planning (CMAP) plus
State and Federal legislators.
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A revised Preliminary Preferred Concept Plan was finally approved. It includes shared‐use
parking lots and a new name for the Metra station; i.e., “Park Forest/Lincoln Highway.”
The three Villages are proceeding with efforts to redevelop the area. The latest effort is to
secure more technical assistance. A request for proposals (RFP) was issued in September 2010.
Here is the Scope of Services description:
“In order to attract a developer, or developers, to implement the 211th
Street TOD Plan, and ensure that the redevelopment is of the highest quality
possible, additional planning work and financial analysis is needed. This
includes amendments to the municipal development regulations to permit
transit oriented development, the creation of corridor design guidelines, a
detailed analysis of the financial incentives possible for implementation of
the Plan, and a financial analysis and development pro forma to determine
site preparation costs and projected property values based on the Plan. This
section describes each of the key elements that will be the focus of this
contract for additional planning and implementation studies.” (See Park
Forest official website.)
Park Forest and Matteson passed resolutions stating their intention to work together to
accomplish the goals of the 211th Street TOD Plan. Olympia Fields joined with them to secure a
$100,000 grant from the Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity to
conduct the phase two studies related to implementing the plan. The project will proceed as
soon as a consultant is on board. The Economic Development and Planning Director’s report
dated 10/1/2010 provides a complete update (See p. 4‐4).
H. Public Information and Community Outreach

The Village publishes a community magazine entitled Discover three times yearly. It is a well‐
written, full‐color periodical with articles ranging from past to present to future events or items
of interest. For example, the Fall 2008 edition included a “Mayor’s Message” in which the
concept of civic energy is tied to current activities. Mayor Ostenburg references the best‐selling
book The Organization Man, by William H. Whyte, in which the following description is applied
to the Village: “Park Forest probably swallows up more civic energy per hundred people than
any other community in the country.” The remainder of that message and magazine highlights
a variety of programs and accomplishments. The Summer 2010 edition has an article entitled
“Village Officials Take Measures to Adapt to Current Economic Climate.” Specific actions are
cited to explain how the Village government has been careful and conservative with spending
during the economic downturn. It is a good example of transparent public relations. Other
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The Village of Park Forest performs many outreach activities and publishes numerous pieces of
information related to community outreach.

articles deal with Main Street entertainment, public library offerings, a Park Forest Medal of
Honor recipient, construction, the bi‐monthly utility billings, and other items.
The Business Resource Guide is published annually with contact information for businesses, the
Village, schools, regional services, and places of worship. There is a map of DownTown Park
Forest with specific locations noted.
 The Village is in the 6th year of running the Neighborhood Meeting Program. This is a
primary way for staying connected with the community and dealing with issues.
 The Police Department has informational brochures available on police protection
services and community oriented policing programs.
 The Fire Department produces an annual report and distributes materials on fire
prevention and ambulance services.
 The Public Works Department publishes the annual Water Quality Report and has other
information available upon request.
 The Public Health Department created a variety of promotional and information items.
Services are marketed under the moniker of Nurses Plus. The materials convey a
definite brand of friendly, competent, and caring service.
 The Village distributes the Resident Handbook to new arrivals. There is a map, brief
summary of Park Forest history and character, services, and contacts.
 Several community events are conducted throughout the year, brochures are sent out,
advertising is placed and new resident packets are issued as well. Many of these events
are presented together in the twice‐a‐year Calendar of Events. This schedule is
published for Spring/Summer and Fall/Winter.
 Special Meetings/Open Houses are held for a variety of topics as they come up. Some of
these gatherings for major initiatives are referenced elsewhere in this report.

Park Forest’s official website, www.villageofparkforest.com, contains a wealth of information
and links related to the Village and the surrounding area. The home page emphasizes
community news on Village projects, entertainment, Village services, successes, and
participatory events. It also includes contact information and easy to use buttons for clicking to
other website pages.
Village Board Regular Meetings and Rules Committee (Committee of the Whole) meetings are
recorded and available through video‐streaming. Both the video and audio quality is good. For
example, the 11/1/10 Regular Meeting comments of the Mayor included comments on the
Strategic Goal‐setting session held on 10/23/10. He said it was productive and thanked all
participants. He particularly commended the Trustees for their extra time and effort to prepare
for and take part in this worthwhile planning activity.
The website has a Facebook social plug‐in and YouTube videos featuring Park Forest events.
For instance, there are videos of the 5th Annual Veterans Recognition Night and the Habitat for
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I. Park Forest Website, Social Media and Web‐based Marketing

Humanity housing redevelopment partnership. The Village is clearly using social media to
inform people and help connect them to the community. Other efforts involve posting
messages on Twitter and email marketing through ConstantContact.
There are individual pages for Village Board meeting agendas, minutes, the municipal code, and
other official documents/forms. Each department has a web page. The Building Department
page is like a one‐stop shop of information and forms. It has permit applications, the zoning
map, and other useful e‐tools. The Public Health Department has a special web site at
www.pfhealth.net that is linked to the Village site. The Home Page banner has headings and
buttons for emergency communications, elected officials, email notification, the weather,
contact numbers, and utility billing payment. The employment page includes available job
openings and an application. Email addresses are displayed and visitors to the site are
encouraged to contact the Village.
The Helpful Links page lists and links to numerous Park Forest related sites including
government officials, media, and civic organizations. One long‐time communication tool is
cable television at channel 4 for Comcast subscribers and channel 99 for AT&T subscribers.
The Village is continually in the process of updating website information. The content related
to community and economic development appears to be accurate and informative. However, it
is rather staid in the way it is presented. There is no interactivity and it does not leave a
memorable impression on the viewer. (See Section V at subsection B Public Relations
(External & Internal) and Community Branding below on presenting economic information to
the public and business prospects.)









Location One Information System (LOIS) – the oldest, largest and
most affordable database for building and community
development. It is officially endorsed by the Illinois Department of
Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO).
CoStar Group – claims to be the #1 commercial real estate
information company. It caters to property investors and sales
professionals in the U.S. and United Kingdom. The Village updates
on a monthly basis.
Property Line – supports the commercial brokerage community by
marketing real estate, promoting commercial brokerage
companies, and helping commercial brokers search for real estate
opportunities.
Chicago Southland Economic Development Corporation (CSEDC) –
the website presents news and notable property offerings for the
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Village staff uses other sites on the worldwide web to market sites in the Village (both publicly
and privately‐owned) that are available for development or redevelopment. Some examples:



region. The most recent home page features the CN – Chicago
Logistics Park.
Sites to do Business Online – this is an electronic directory of
professional businesses and a catalog of website information.

Staff indicates that the aforementioned sites are good resources that have helped develop
leads and are effective in maintaining a network of business relations favorable to Park Forest.
J. Information Technology
The way an organization communicates, mobilizes resources, and manages records will have a
direct impact on performance. This, in turn, creates an impression on everyone who conducts
business with that organization. Existing customers and prospective business owners expect
ease of contact, timely response, and quality results. Information technology (IT) is one tool in
the box that a corporation or agency should use to achieve performance that produces desired
results. It is no longer a luxury, it is a necessity. Perhaps the most important tool in the box
from the internal perspective is the file server system. This can improve departmental
coordination, response, and quality. There are a variety of external IT items that are important,
but the municipal website may have the highest profile.

In any event, a professional presence and prompt reply from staff will continue to prove that
Park Forest is a great place to live and do business. A good IT system can help by enhancing the
timeliness and quality of customer service. The Village should continue to reinvest in IT. This
includes office programming and equipment, emergency communications, utility meter
readings, website, wireless network, and other features.
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While the nature of this study did not allow the NIU team to drill down on IT items, we do have
a few observations to offer. The Village appears to possess a sophisticated IT infrastructure.
For example, our NIU IMPA‐GMPA team was able to log onto our own intranet sites using the
Park Forest Wi‐Fi capabilities. Further, the staff was able to quickly retrieve and provide a
variety of documents we requested. Concerning the Village website, homeowners and business
owners of Park Forest may use the website to apply for a permit, ask for a billing record, or
inquire about a service. Many, if not all, of the services should be comparable to or be more
convenient than the old fashioned way: over‐the‐counter. For outsiders, the municipal website
and the links to or from it may be the first point of contact. This could be a corporate executive
interested in expanding their enterprise in the Chicago metropolitan area.

III.

COMMUNITY ASSETS AND LIABILITIES

Assets:
1) The Village of Park Forest has a small town feel even though the population is nearly
25,000
2) There is a great sense of community pride in the Village
3) There is a tradition of civic involvement
4) The Village government is seen as transparent, accessible, and responsive to citizens’
needs
5) The Village provides a wide array of services to its citizens, which leads to a high quality of
life
6) There is a rich arts culture in the community
7) The Village has a strong police department that is engaged in the community
8) The Village has a strong fire department
9) The community embraces diversity
10) The Village has a dedicated professional staff that works well together to get things
done in a timely fashion
11) There is some land available for new development, including light industrial,
commercial and residential

IV.

REVIEW OF KEY DOCUMENTS

The first and second level key documents described in the methodology section to the preface
of this report, as provided by the Village, were reviewed off site. The team offers the following
analysis and recommendations:
A. Values, Mission, Goals and Objectives Statements
The most important role of a Village Board is to establish a vision for the Village, identify the
goals for the community and the organization, set the policies, allocate the resources to achieve
the vision and goals, and make sure it all gets done. Having a set of written and clearly
understood statements best fulfills this role.
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Liabilities:
1) The Village owns a number of properties which has caused them to come off the
property tax roll leading to less property tax revenue
2) The property taxes are high
3) The tax base is not diverse, which has led to higher property taxes
4) The retail base has declined which has led to less sales tax revenue
5) The school system is seen as sub‐standard
6) There are a number of abandoned properties and businesses throughout the Village
7) There is a tax inequity between cooperative housing and standard housing
8) There has been an influx of new residents who do not engage in community affairs
9) There is minimal retail and industrial development

The Village of Park Forest prepared and published Pride in the Past, Promise for the Future:
Strategic Plan (SP) dated June 1, 1992. It was the work product of a SP process involving a
Steering Committee with group interaction that encompassed interviews with community
stakeholders, a resident survey, an advisory committee and several open house meetings for
public input. Participants produced a set of overall policy statements for the Village comprised
of a vision, beliefs, mission, objectives, and strategies. This created a holistic approach to all
Village issues with accountability for follow‐up and measured results. The Village Board
accepted the report. Here is the Vision Statement:
“Park Forest in the future will be a culturally and racially diverse
community of residents who work together with strong and visionary
leadership to ensure comprehensive services, financial stability and
academic excellence in a safe, attractive environment.” (p. 6)
The next SP component is the set of belief statements:
“We believe we can achieve this vision by revitalizing the values and ideals
that make Park Forest a unique community. Park Foresters value:



involved and caring neighbors
a community diverse in age, culture, race, religion and economic status
responsive and proactive council‐manager form of government
non‐partisan Village elections
good municipal services
cultural and recreational amenities
attractive surroundings and open space
the contribution of community groups and religious organizations to our
quality of life
our community’s willingness to see Park Forest as part of the larger
south suburban community and the desire to remain competitive within
that regional environment.” (p. 6)

The SP presents four areas, each with a specified mission and task force action assignments.
They are as follows:
 “Housing – Maintain and upgrade existing
housing, and develop quality moderate‐to‐
upscale housing that attracts and retains a
diverse population.
 Human Needs & Services – Provide human
services that support and promote a community
diverse in age, culture, economics and race.
 Economic Development – Develop a strong and
diverse tax base by focusing on commercial
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revitalization; business attraction and retention; and new growth through
annexation, with attention to regional issues.
 Major Policy – [The SP has a listing of 10 items.] Examples of notable policy
statements include aggressive annexation, rezoning and development to
enhance the original planned community concept, strict code enforcement and
maintenance of current housing stock, and an active role in tax reform.” (pp. 7
& 8)
The report continues with detailed descriptions of issues, findings, objectives, strategies,
implementation responsibility, time period to completion, and resources to be dedicated. The
section on Human Needs & Services is notable because it calls for using municipal resources to
help at‐risk persons. This is defined as the elderly, families with children and a single parent,
victims of domestic violence, people affected by drug abuse, and those without health
insurance. There is a call for addressing the stated needs through services and resources on a
regional basis. A real commitment to people is stated in the SP that goes well beyond what
most municipalities undertake.
The Village also produced a special type of SP in 2008 related to land use and economic
development. (See Section II Issues and Themes at subsection F Strategic Planning for a
review of this document.) There is remarkable consistency between the 1992 and 2008 SP’s,
but the emphasis is different.
Records indicate that Village officials, staff and other community members take seriously the SP
process in its different forms. This has continued to be the case for many years.
Implementation is continual and there is a periodic status review of goals and objectives at the
annual Financial Update session in the second quarter of the fiscal year (Autumn season) and
the annual SP Update session held during the third quarter (Winter season).

The Village is fully engaged in true SP methodology and implementation. Leaders
should continue to utilize the SP process , including the annual review sessions at which
discussion takes place, results are assessed, and any needed changes in strategy be
considered. (See Sec. V Opportunities for Success at subsection A for advice on how to
enhance SP management to achieve targeted outcomes.)
B. Organizational Chart
The organizational chart is one of the most basic tools for identifying how a business or
municipal corporation operates. The chart should make it clear to the reader what lines of
authority, responsibility, and accountability exist within Village operations. An organizational
chart also presents a readily understandable means to assess the deployment of human
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RECOMMENDATION

resources. The Village of Park Forest has organizational charts for the Village government as a
whole and for each department. They are easy to read and understand.
RECOMMENDATION
Continue to use the present Park Forest organization chart format. Use the
organizational charts as needed to educate Park Forest citizens on what comprises their
municipal government.
C. Municipal Budget
Illinois municipalities are required to adopt an annual fiscal year budget or an appropriations
ordinance. The yearly financial plan is perhaps the most important document that a governing
body adopts because it allocates the resources necessary to serve the community. The budget
is a forward looking document and can serve to do more than simply state where the money is
coming from and how it is being spent. It can take many forms. The budget at a minimum
should contain:
 an organizational chart,
 a narrative pointing out the changes that have occurred since the previous budget
and the future trends in revenues and expenditures,
 a section on the financial policies of the Village government,
 a description of how the revenue and expenditure numbers were developed,
 a breakdown of what the activities, services, and functions are of each organizational
unit and what the personnel and expenditure allocations are to accomplish those
activities.

The Village of Park Forest staff prepares a proposed annual budget in a comprehensive style for
the Village Board to consider, revise as needed, and adopt. The components are a transmittal
letter from the Manager and Deputy Manager/Finance Director. There is a financial summary,
General Fund operating departments, Enterprise Fund operations/capital, and a variety of
special funds. Graphics and charts are used to inform anyone who may open the document.
There are details on planned revenue sources, personnel expenditures, commodity expenses
and other planned expenditures. The text ties policy priorities to the numbers and provides
status updates on accomplishments in relation to goals and objectives. Performance measures
are displayed and tailored to each department and program. This allows the reader to see the
benchmarks and how they compare to targets. The document generally contains a wealth of
data including a community profile, directions on how to use the budget document, tax levy
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The budget should be in a numerical, narrative, and pictorial format understood by the reader.
It may include the goals and objectives of the municipality and its component departments.

information, staffing, crime statistics, fire response, community events, health services, and
other activities. Organizational charts for the Village as a whole and for each department are
displayed.
The Village has been recognized by the Government Finance Officers Association (GFOA) with
the Distinguished Budget Presentation Award. The first was presented in 1995 and has
continued for 15 years in a row.
The transmittal letter stated the following:
“The budget document presented for your consideration is a line‐item
budget.
Each section begins with a description of the department’s
function, an analysis of the accomplishments of prior year’s objectives,
objectives for the 2010‐11 Budget year and performance measures. This is
followed by organizational charts and a summary sheet that includes a
history of expenditures for that department. Summary sheets are followed
by salary detail and expenditures details. In the proprietary funds,
beginning and ending cash is indicated.
The budget serves two purposes: one, as a planning tool and two, as an
instrument of control over expenditures. Control is exerted through an on‐
line accounting system.
Financial reports, which compare actual
performance with the budget, will be examined monthly. A list of vouchers
paid is forwarded to the Village Board on a weekly basis. Financial reports,
which compare actual performance with the budget, will be provided to the
Board quarterly.” (p. XVIII)
The Park Forest budget format is orderly, informative, and goes well beyond statutory
requirements.

The Park Forest budget is excellent because it is more than a financial planning
document. Internally, it is a way to check on progress or lack thereof regarding
stated priorities. Externally, it is transparent and provides a substantial amount of
public information. This may be the best overall document that the Village of Park
Forest produces. Continue to improve and publish it in the years ahead.
Budget efforts would be enhanced if the Village prepared multi‐year projections.
Five years would be sufficient to provide everyone with a valuable look ahead. The
5‐Year Budget Projection Report should be updated on an annual basis. As each
year passes, the first year out would be dropped and a new fifth year be added.
This is a way to reveal potential trends that could be addressed incrementally
instead of waiting until there is a crisis. Our team recommends that the projections
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RECOMMENDATION

include operational revenues and expenditures plus capital and debt service.
Beginning and ending fund balances should be incorporated to provide an indicator
of financial condition. Certain assumptions would need to be made regarding
revenue adjustments, cost inflation, personnel, infrastructure improvements, and
other factors. (See Appendix E for a sample of the Village of Will County Multi‐Year
Budget Worksheet.)
D. Annual Financial Report
A municipality must prepare a comprehensive annual financial report (CAFR) per State law. It is
an accounting of management’s performance in acquiring revenue and spending it during the
previous year. The annual financial report also reveals information regarding the municipality’s
future financial obligations, commitments and strength through a number of measures. The
reporting rules and standards are set by the Governmental Accounting Standards Board (GASB).
An independent audit is conducted to determine if the reporting standards are being met.
Park Forest’s independent auditors reported that the Village’s 2008 ‐ 2009 combining and
individual fund financial statements present fairly, in all material respects, the financial position
of the Village as of April 30, 2009. They are in conformity with accounting principles generally
accepted in the United States of America. There are two sections. The first is an analysis of the
Village’s financial condition as a whole using a statement of net assets for the entire local
government. It focuses on governmental activities, business‐type activities, and a combined
total. Net assets for fiscal year 2008‐09 were reported to be $35,974,088. The second is an
analysis of the Village’s financial condition by major fund. It is presented in a traditional format
with all funds being assigned to one of three accounting categories; i.e., governmental,
proprietary, or fiduciary.

The Village Manager and Deputy Village Manager/Finance Director produced a letter of
transmittal to the Mayor and Board of Trustees, which provides an overview of strategic and
financial matters. It introduces the reader to a wide range of topics and provides a good
foundation for anyone who reads the Management Discussion and Analysis (MD&A) section
and the CAFR. The authors immediately delve into the economic condition and outlook for Park
Forest. It starts with a review and update on the Tax Increment Financing (TIF) District. A
substantial amount of municipal resources are directed toward maintaining a positive financial
situation and redeveloping the community. This is particularly true regarding the central
business district; i.e., DownTown Park Forest. The first TIF District was dissolved and a new one
was adopted. The transmittal letter reports:
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The GFOA presented Park Forest with the Certificate of Achievement in Financial Reporting.
The Village has received this designation for 14 consecutive years; since 1996.

“The new Downtown TIF District has a certified base EAV of $3,598,133. The smaller
base EAV… [gives] the Village a better opportunity to generate tax increment in the
future. The Downtown TIF District will be in place for 23 years, until November 2020. In
comparison, the expiration of the initial TIF District would have been December 23, 2008.
In effect, the Village extended the life of the TIF District approximately 12 years, allowing
the Village to spread debt service payments on the existing $10 million of debt over a
longer period of time. This action minimized the property tax impact.” (p. vi)
The Village emphasis on the DownTown master redevelopment project and its reliance on TIF
warrant a review of the Downtown TIF District Fund before our team looks at the General Fund.
In FY 2008‐09, TIF Fund revenues of $1,664,141 exceeded expenditures of $1,359,451 or a
positive $304,690. Bonds were issued in prior years to finance capital improvements and other
eligible TIF costs. Two of the original bond issues were refunded to secure lower interest rates
and a more favorable debt service structure to accelerate repayment. This produced a net gain
of $114,327.
The economic crisis and resulting decline in the national economy effected Park Forest as much,
if not more, than many other communities. As a result, tax revenues decreased by more than
$320,000 or down 1.8% to an aggregate total of $17,281,933. Expenditures exceeded the
previous year by over $460,000 to $17,671,122.
In regard to General Fund balance, a total of $5,951,525 was classified as unreserved and
undesignated (See CAFR FYE 4/30/2009 at p. 22). That is a reduction of $1,321,802 from the
previous year of $7,273,327 (See CAFR FYE 4/30/2008 at p. 22). Part of the reserve drawn
down was used to provide $400,000 in matching funds for an Open Space Lands Acquisition and
Development (OSLAD) grant to establish a wetlands classroom and renovate the Aqua Center.
An additional $850,000 of the balance was transferred to the Capital Projects Fund to pay for
demolition of the former Marshall Field’s store and to construct a storage facility.

“This fund balance represents a 3.7 month reserve. The Village Board has
established a policy requiring a three to four month reserve in the General
Fund. Of the total fund balance, $1,046,370 has been budgeted to be spent
in Fiscal 2010. This leaves available fund balance reserve of 3.1 months of
expenditures.” (p. xviii)
The planned draw down on the balance will place available funds at the low end of policy
range.
Net capital assets for governmental activities were reported in CAFR note six (6) to the financial
statements to be $14,620,871. That value is a slight increase over FY 2007‐08 by about
$23,500. Net capital assets for business‐type activities were reported to total $27,914,385.
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The transmittal letter for FY 2008‐09 states:

That is an increase of $83,500 compared to FY 2007‐08. Note one (1) on significant accounting
policies states:
“Capital assets, which include land, construction in progress, buildings and
improvements, vehicles, furniture and equipment, and infrastructure assets
(e.g., roads, bridges, sidewalks, and similar items), are reported in the
applicable governmental or business‐type activities columns in the
government‐wide financial statements. Capital assets are defined by the
Village as assets with and initial, individual cost of more than $10,000…The
costs of normal maintenance and repairs that do not add to the value of the
asset or materially extend assets lives are not capitalized.”(p. 43)
The note goes on to list assets and assigned life‐years. The Village appears to be in full
compliance with GASB 34 regarding the valuation and documentation of existing and newly
acquired fixed assets. This includes the Park Forest downtown assets.
In regard to enterprise activities, the water and sewer utilities have positive
combined net increase in assets for FY 2008‐09 over FY 2007‐08. Water
declined after transfers‐out by $278,716 from $12,791,291 to a total
Conversely, Sewer Fund net assets ascended after transfers‐out by $457,513
to a total of $3,483,200.

cash flow with a
Fund net assets
of $12,512,575.
from $3,025,687

The Village established the DownTown Park Forest enterprise fund to manage this unique asset.
The fund broke even due to operating income of $809,216 plus non‐operating income of
$15,164 against expenses of $824,177. The fund balance increased by $324,730 after transfers‐
in to a total of $2,405,051.

Village actions have sustained the TIF Fund for the high priority DownTown
redevelopment project. The DownTown Park Forest enterprise fund has served a useful
and continuing purpose as well. All of this indicates good financial stewardship. This is
especially notable during the difficult economic times. The Village should continue to be
careful with TIF Fund activities to ensure that revenue streams for operations &
maintenance and for debt service are not obligated beyond what is being generated
from the property tax incremental income.
General Fund balance has slightly diminished in recent years. Treading water during this
challenging time is actually a noteworthy accomplishment. This is especially significant
considering the difficult and on‐going efforts to expand business and reap the benefits
of greater tax revenues. It shows how the Village Board and staff have worked diligently
to address the financial impact of economic problems. While the dollars in reserve have
dipped, officials and employees have sought new revenues, plus cut costs to maintain a
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RECOMMENDATION

substantial General Fund reserve. Village personnel should continue to closely monitor
fund balances in the context of the three (3) to four (4) month of expenditure policy,
cash flow needs, investment potential, and budgeted costs.
Concerning long‐term debt to pay for infrastructure, the Village of Park Forest received
a credit designation of A3 from Moody’s Investors, an independent rating firm, during
the 2008 bond issue process. Business or developer prospects considering Park Forest
as a location should consider this to be a favorable result. (See subsection F below
regarding Debt Management Policy.)
Nevertheless, success with capital debt management does not automatically mean that
the Village is financially prepared to pay for operations into the future. Elected officials,
staff, and their consultants should continue to explore ways to achieve sustainable
sources of revenue to pay for day‐to‐day operations. This includes covering ongoing
costs of personnel providing customer service and those performing routine
maintenance.

The capital improvement program or plan (CIP) reveals a Village’s foresight for maintaining,
replacing, and expanding community infrastructure. Without such a master plan the value of
the physical assets of the community are in jeopardy of being diminished and money ill spent.
In order for a CIP to be viable, it needs to be based upon facts as to the condition of existing
infrastructure and projections for new or expanded infrastructure. Existing streets, water
mains, and sewer pipes should be evaluated by engineers as
to condition. Then, they should be rated in relation to all
others for order of replacement priority and be marked with
the cost estimates. New public works and utilities must be
identified as to scope with preliminary construction cost
estimates from engineers. Next, the staff and elected officials
must identify revenue sources and methods of payment.
Another practical CIP benefit relates to coordination of
projects. The Village Board and public works staff can make
sure water and waste water replacement and extensions
occur before or concurrent with street improvements. This
can reduce or eliminate the need for open cuts after
construction, reconstruction, and resurfacing. The CIP is
superior to the case‐by‐case approach from an economic
development perspective too. The Village will be better
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E. Capital Improvements

prepared to deal with multiple developer situations simultaneously with confidence and in a
timely manner.
The Village of Park Forest does recognize the need to improve its infrastructure and facilities to
serve the expanding community. In fact, officials and staff have acted decisively over the years
to address priorities within financial capabilities. Notable examples are reinvesting in
information technology, a build‐out of the Village Hall for Public Health services, monumental
public information signage, Orchard Drive street reconstruction, vehicle fleet replacement,
continuing DownTown facility improvements and streetscape, and reconstructing sanitary
sewers.
The Village is diligent and careful to identify funding sources and financing methods to ensure
that a stream of revenue is dedicated to pay for projects and major equipment. This can be
seen in the governmental and enterprise fund multi‐year worksheets within the CIP.
The CIP information is used as a guide for the staff and Village Board as reflected in the Annual
Budget.
RECOMMENDATION

The Village should continue to review the CIP and update it yearly before the budget
process begins. That allows the Board and staff to spread out the time and energy they
expend on big project issues. Everyone will have the opportunity to use the CIP as a
guide for determining whether a project will fit into the annual budget, and whether
roadway and utility projects can be coordinated. They can also help the Village decide
years ahead whether to pay‐as‐you go or proceed with debt financing.
F. Debt Management Policy
Comprehensive and up‐to‐date policies on managing debt can be an important tool to ensure
the highest and best use of municipal resources to meet financial commitments, to provide
needed services, and to maintain sound financial management practices.
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The Village should continue to use the CIP for prioritizing and funding projects and
replacing major equipment. Some of the projected dollars available in a given fiscal year
could become the local match for grant funding. Knowing that possibility in advance will
help the staff secure outside resources. This is a big picture way to prepare the Village
for current and future economic development issues. Officials and staff should use CIP
information to show developers that Park Forest is interested in and acts to reinvest in
the public infrastructure and facilities. That will show any interested parties that Park
Forest will continue to be a solid and progressive community.

The Village of Park Forest publishes in the Annual Budget a section entitled Long‐Range Debt
Management. The section is primarily a recounting of bond issues, loans, and refunding bond
issues that have taken place during the past decade. The underlying policy direction is stated:
“The Village’s long‐range debt policies are rooted in the Village’s
conservative approach to budgeting and the Board’s Fiscal Policies, which
emanate from that conservative approach. (Annual Budget, p. 1‐33)
Related procedures are described later in the budget document:
“The Bond Retirement Fund is used to service all General Fund‐related debt.
The other debt of the Village is serviced within the appropriate originating
fund. Because Park Forest is a ‘Home Rule’ community, the Village is not
subject to a legal debt limit.” (Annual Budget, p. 23‐1)
RECOMMENDATION
The Village should go beyond a reporting statement in the annual budget or review in
the annual audit and adopt a debt management policy. The format should allow the
Village to go into more depth on policy direction. It should state upfront the guidelines
to follow incurring new debt. The debt management policy in general would surpass the
current anecdotal approach that is limited to explaining what has happened and what
obligations exist. (See Appendix F for a sample of the Village of Carol Stream Debt
Management Policy.)

Local governments in good financial condition will find that dollars on hand should be
transferred to a relatively safe place until they are spent. This may be for a short time or for a
long time. In any event, it is an opportunity for those dollars to earn interest as an investment
in one or more financial instruments. There are statutes and regulations governing the
fundamental terms of potential investments. Cities and villages can establish more detailed
and restrictive rules for how funds are invested. Best management practices indicate that this
should be done with guidance of a formal investment policy.
The Village of Park Forest adopted a document entitled Investment Policy. The policy
starts with a fundamental statement,
“Investments shall be made with judgment and care ‐ under circumstances
then prevailing ‐ which persons of prudence, discretion and intelligence
exercise in the management of their own affairs, not for speculation, but for
investment, considering the probable safety of their capital as well as the
probable income to be derived.” (Sec. 3.0 ‐ Prudence)
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G. Investment Policy

The policy entrusts responsibility for Village investments with the Finance Director/Treasurer.
That official is charged with implementing the primary objective of the policy. The components
of that objective in order of priority are safety, liquidity, and return on investment. “Safety” is
defined as preserving overall capital of the portfolio through diversification to increase the
probability that potential losses to individual securities are not more than the gains earned
elsewhere in the portfolio. Unfortunately, Park Forest and other entities were not able to
achieve that objective during the worst part of the economic crisis. “Liquidity” relates to
striking a balance between funds invested and cash‐on‐hand to cover costs of operation. That
priority has been sustained. In regard to “return on investment” the policy allows investment
in any type of security allowable in Illinois statutes regarding public funds. Investments are
limited to a specific set of instruments:
“Treasury Bills, Treasury Notes, Treasury Bonds, Certificates of Deposit
Government Bonds & Tax Anticipation Warrants, State of Israel Bonds
Accounts of Life Insurance Companies, Government Agencies (GNMA, FHA,
HUD, SBA, etc…), Commercial Paper, Money Market Mutual Fund, Separate
Trading of Registered Interest and Principal of Securities (STRIPS), Coupon
Under Book Entry Safekeeping (CUBES), Illinois Public Finance Director
(Treasurer)s Investment Pool (IPTIP), Illinois Metropolitan Investment Fund
(IMET), Bank Managed Fund.” (Sec. 8.0 Authorized and Suitable
Investments)
Additionally, the Finance Director/Treasurer is authorized to maintain a list of financial
institutions authorized to provide investment services and security broker/dealers selected by
their creditworthiness and who maintain an office in the State of Illinois.

The policy document goes on to reference accountability through reports and audits:
“The Finance Director (Treasurer) shall establish an annual process of
independent review by an external auditor. This review will provide internal
control by assuring compliance with policies and procedures.” (13.0 –
Internal Control)
“The Finance Director (Treasurer) shall prepare regular investment reports.
The report should be provided to the Board of Trustees and available on
request. The report should be in a format suitable for review by the general
public. An annual report should also be provided to the Board.” (15.0 –
Reporting)
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Unfortunately, the Village has experienced the same challenge as other entities in trying to earn
income on a decent interest rate that builds on principal. Some success has been achieved for
the long‐term investments; e.g., police and fire pension funds that can subsist on relatively low
liquidity.

RECOMMENDATION
The Village adopted a reasonable and prudent set of investment policies. This is
singularly important during times of economic upheaval. We understand that the
Finance Director/Treasurer continually monitors the investment portfolio. We
recommend that the Village Board and Treasurer review investment practices within the
context of the policies at least once annually. This should be done with the assistance of
a financial advisor who is independent of the financial institutions with which funds
have been invested. This is a way to ensure that policies are actually being
implemented and that all options are being considered. The IMAP‐GMPA team can
refer the Finance Director/Treasurer to potential independent investment advisors who
can run cash flow and investment tests.
H. Personnel Policies
A personnel code or policy manual contains the policies and procedures covering the
recruitment, selection, and retention of employees. It also delineates hours of work, pay,
benefits, and working conditions. A personnel code or manual sets forth the expectations and
obligations of both the employer and the employee. It is intended to assist the employee in
carrying out his/her duties and responsibilities. If administered effectively, a personnel
policy/code will help a village provide quality services for residents, existing business, and
prospective developers.

“You are a public employee serving the citizens of the Village of Park Forest.
You may be the only contact a citizen has with his/her Village Government.
The impression you make may be the citizens’ only impression of the local
government. This applies whether speaking over the telephone or in direct
personal contact. When answering the telephone, give your name and
department. If you are asked a question or presented with a problem you
cannot solve, transfer the call to someone who can handle the request or
take the telephone number and name so that when you find the solution to
the citizen’s request you can return the call. In your contact with a citizen,
display a pleasant, sincere and helpful manner. Always remember: THE
CITIZENS OF THIS COMMUNITY ARE NEVER AN INTERRUPTION OF YOUR
WORK. THEY ARE THE REASON FOR IT.” (p. 1)
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The Village of Park Forest Personnel Policy Manual is a comprehensive document covering
everything outlined above and more. It is user friendly with a table of contents, index, and a
sheet for employees to sign acknowledging review of the contents. The introduction describes
the responsibility of employees to the public:

There is a welcoming letter from the Personnel Director plus the Village Vision Statement and
Statement of Beliefs. Employees are told upfront that they are to sign a form indicating that
they have read the manual and understand its contents. There is a description of the Council‐
Manager form of government in Park Forest. It states:
“The Board hires a Village Manager, who is authorized, through the
annual budget process, to employ personnel and purchase
equipment and materials, among other administrative tasks. The
Manager is responsible for administering and interpreting the
policies of the Village.” (p. 7)

The fourth section goes into numerous rules and regulations for an employee to remain in good
standing. Examples include not using alcohol or abusing other chemical substances on‐the‐job.
There are many rules for how to properly use municipal equipment and facilities. Employees
are told to report all violations. Supervisors are told to enforce all rules.
The text is careful to note when a provision applies specifically sworn police personnel, fire
fighters, and public works crew members due to State law or their respective collective
bargaining agreement. Residency is a notable example:
“Police officers and firefighters are subject to the residency
requirements of their respective collective bargaining agreements.
On‐call employees of the Public Works Department must live within a
10‐mile radius of the Village. Paid on call Firefighters must live within
Village limits.
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The scope of the Personnel Policy Manual is explained including the fact that it is not a binding
contract. Employees are selected on the basis of merit, continue as personnel on the same
basis, and remain on the payroll as “at‐will” employees. Employees are classified by job
description and are compensated according to a step‐schedule. The second section describes
the categories of employee, i.e., full‐time, part‐time, temporary, seasonal, and paid‐on‐call.
There are exempt employees and non‐exempt employees. The “duties and salary” test is
clearly described within the context of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA). The manual asserts
the Village’s policy to adhere to FLSA with regard to salary and wages, including overtime and
benefits. The third section enumerates the range, value, and qualifications for benefits, e.g.,
holidays, vacation time, sick time, and other leaves of absence. There is an explanation of the
Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) when it applies to specified employees. This includes a special
section on maternity and paternity leave. A citation for the U.S. Department of Labor website is
provided. Other subsections address educational benefits, health insurance, workers
compensation, safety incentive bonus, and expense reimbursement. The Village has an
Employee Assistance Program (EAP) too.

All other employees are encouraged to reside in the Village, but are
not required to do so.” (p. 33)
Employee rights per applicable laws and/or regulations are described in the fifth section.
Examples range from the Consolidated Omnibus Reconciliation Act (COBRA) benefits upon
termination to Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) to anti‐sexual harassment to Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA).
The employee safety rules and regulations have been incorporated into the Personnel Policy
Manual as the sixth section. The type of activities addressed are work procedures, reporting
violations, enforcing violations, wearing safety clothing, using safety equipment, and filing
reports with the risk management agency.
The seventh section explains drug testing rationale and how it relates to Federal Highway
Administration (FHA) mandates for Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) designation. The CDL
designation can be withdrawn due to violations, thus prohibiting employees in violation from
driving municipal vehicles.
Park Forest has an employee appraisal process to measure performance and provide
accountability. All employees are evaluated every year with a rating. Exempt and non‐exempt
personnel may receive merit pay increases beyond their base salary or wage. Union personnel
in the Police Department and Fire Department are paid per a scale incorporated into the
collective bargaining agreement. The Village adopted a standard set of forms to help facilitate
consistent treatment during the appraisal process. This includes a consistent range of work
categories being assessed and a section on objectives for the employee to achieve between the
current evaluation and next. There is also a section offering the employee an opportunity to
write any supporting or objecting comments concerning evaluation results.

The Personnel Policy Manual is current and incorporates all of components essential to
an excellent document. Management should continue to update, administer, and
enforce it.
Regarding the employee appraisal process, the one used in Park Forest is actually
beneficial to both management and other employees. It provides guidance,
accountability, and opportunity for reward for a job well done. All non‐union personnel
are evaluated and compensated on a scale comparable to grade‐based testing. Their
pay increase, or lack thereof, is based upon an objective rating.
Union personnel are evaluated, but compensation is related to a negotiated contract
scale. The GMPA team suggests that there could be a closer connection between
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RECOMMENDATION

performance and annual wage adjustments for union personnel. The collective
bargaining agreement between the Village of Park Forest and the Labor
Council/Fraternal Order of Police – Lodge #163 dated 7/1/2008 to 6/30/2011, has a
management rights clause at Article III, Section 3.1. The collective bargaining
agreement between the Village and Park Forest Firefighters Association Local 1263 of
the International Association of Firefighters AFL/CIO, CLC dated 7/1/2010 to 6/30/2013
has a management rights clause at Article III, Section 3.1. Both union contracts state in
part that, “… the Village retains all traditional rights to manage and direct … its
employees … to establish work and productivity standards … to establish performance
standards … and to generally carry out the mission of the Village.” The connection
between performance and pay would be when a union employee achieves minimum
standards. When standards are met, the employee would be entitled to the next step of
compensation on the contract schedule. If standards are not met, the pay increase
could be placed on hold pending productivity improvement. That approach is analogous
to pass/fail testing. Labor council could advise management on the best way to apply
standards to the evaluation process. In any event, this should be thoroughly discussed
with union personnel before implementation.
During the performance appraisal process, the Village Manager and/or Personnel
Director should make sure that evaluators actually interviewed all employees. Further,
management needs to verify that evaluators entered useful information to support all
ratings and that every form was signed. Any that are not satisfactory should be
returned with clear instructions on what to do. This will ensure the integrity of the
process and compensation system.

Policies and procedures covering the purchase of goods and services are intended to assure
that fiscal resources of the municipality are utilized in the most effective, efficient and impartial
manner possible. The same is true for the procurement of professional services.
The Park Forest Code of Ordinances states the intended purpose of the Village Board of
Trustees in adopting a Purchasing Policy:
“…to establish that the principle of competitive bidding and economical
procurement practices shall be applicable to all purchases as herein
described … The Village shall encourage and actively promote local
businesses and minority‐ and woman‐owned business enterprises to bid on
village purchases.” (Village Code, Purchasing Policies, Sec. 2‐496 a, b)
The policies enumerate several specific purchasing and procurement requirements. The Village
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I. Procurement

Manager is responsible for administering them:
“The Village Manager shall be the general purchasing agent of the Village,
and the Village Manager or his designee shall purchase all materials,
supplies, services and equipment necessary for the operation of the Village”
(Village Code, Purchasing Policies, Sec. 2‐454(1))
The Village Board of Trustees has overall policy and approval authority:
“The Village Board of Trustees shall approve all purchases when the expense
thereof exceeds $20,000.00 and reserves the right to reject any or all bids, to
waive any minor informality or irregularity in any bid and to make award to
the response deemed to be the most advantageous to the Village and which
shall be the lowest responsible bidder. ” (Village Code, Purchasing Policies,
Sec. 2‐454(2))

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.
k.
l.

Professional service contracts,
Items available only from a single source,
Utilities,
Magazines, books or similar articles of an educational or instructional
nature,
Procurements through state, local, federal or other government agency
contracts,
Classifieds,
License and permits,
Maintenance or equipment servicing contracts performed by the
manufacturer or authorized service agent,
Contracts for the printing or engraving of bonds, water certificates, tax
warrants and other evidences of indebtedness,
Testing necessary to develop a qualified products list,
Items purchased for resale not resulting in a net loss,
Other purchases with the approval of a simple majority plus one of the
Board of Trustees present at any regularly scheduled meeting of the Board
of Trustees.” (Village Code, Purchasing Policies, Sec. 2‐454(4))
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There are exceptions to these fundamental procedures and policies. For example, there is a
provision for waiving the bidding process during emergency situations. Such purchases can
occur subject to a cap of $40,000 and a subsequent Board vote to ratify the action. Another,
more common situation, is when the Village is procuring services or otherwise purchasing items
that are not adaptable to public bidding. The listing:

The administrator may proceed with purchases of $2,500.00 or less. Procurement above
$2,500.00 requires sealed bids to be submitted to the Village Board for approval, rejection, or
waiver. Department directors review and approve invoices for payment within the dollar limits.
Contractual services in the annual budget for recurring expenditures are typically not bid unless
State statutes mandate. Examples include legal services, utilities, and engineering services. All
disbursements are submitted to the Village Board for consideration and approval at regular
meetings.
RECOMMENDATION
The Village of Park Forest has a formal structure and tradition regarding procurement
activities. The GMPA team is not aware of any problems with process or accountability.
The Purchasing Policy is another way to show business contacts and potential
commercial developers that Park Forest is managed professionally.
J. Liability and Risk Management

Park Forest is a member of the Intergovernmental Risk Management Agency (IRMA). IRMA is a
consortium of municipalities that combine their resources to purchase levels of risk
management insurance and to establish a funding pool for losses retained or self‐insured.
IRMA is governed by a board of trustees comprised of one (1) representative for each member
municipality. The plan for all lines has a self‐insured retention of $100,000 to $1,000,000, a
middle layer of insurance coverage with limits from $1 million up to $5 million, and a
catastrophic layer of coverage with limits up to $250 million each occurrence and aggregate.
Every year, the broker secures quotes for policies, analyzes them, and reports to the Board of
Trustees with a recommendation on the best plan at the best price. The Village staff expressed
overall satisfaction with IRMA.
RECOMMENDATION
Continue as a member of IRMA. However, make sure that an independent professional
advisor periodically looks at the layers of self‐insured risk as well as the insurance
proposed by the broker. The purpose would be to promote the best coverage structure.
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Municipalities are always at risk of a lawsuit due to their high profile, breadth of activities, and
the perception that they have deep pockets full of money. Every effort must be made to create
a culture within the organization that values an awareness of potential liability, safety, and risk
avoidance. Saving dollars by minimizing liability is of equal importance to maximizing revenues
and expending funds prudently.

Focus attention on employee safety in Park Forest and in the organization of other IRMA
municipalities. Incorporate safety training and practices throughout the various
departments. This effort will pay dividends with fewer injuries, lower property losses,
and more productivity. IRMA should reward members in good standing with a rating
that results in lower premiums.

V.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR SUCCESS

The GMPA team strongly suggests that the Village take steps to address recommendations
contained in the Key Document Section. This includes the continuation of many best practices
already in place plus the changes being recommended. As noted therein, if followed, the
resulting improvements of the Village’s business practices will be to enhance the governance
and management team, with a clear sense of direction and purpose. The community will then
understand what the local government is doing to ensure progress. What follows are other
opportunities for success that will help to promote economic development in the Village of Park
Forest.
A. Strategic Planning and Management
The Village has a long‐standing practice of using SP to plan and guide management actions to
implement priorities (See Section II Issues and Themes Identified at D. DownTown Master
Planning, E. Down Town Conversion and F. Strategic Planning; plus Section IV Review of Key
Documents at subsection A. Values Mission Goals and Objectives Statements).

RECOMMENDATION
The Village should enhance its tracking and reporting methods by using a matrix. This
would be a type of chart that organizes priorities by category, denotes the responsible
leader(s), designates a target timeline, and marks the outcome. The matrix was first
developed for the City of Wood Dale, Illinois. In that case, the multi‐year SP process
produced policy statements and measurable priorities tracked on a priority grid with
tracking charts. The International City/County Management Association presented the
City with the Award for Innovations in Local Government Management in 2002. A more
recent version that Ehlers & Associates produced for another municipality is provided as
a sample to literally illustrate this recommendation. (See Appendix G for the Village of
Forsyth Strategic Plan Management Tracking Matrix.)
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Management has included regular written and verbal reports at meetings of the Village Board,
in community publications, and the Village website. The information is transparent and
worthwhile. Activities are tied to the SP priorities. It is usually in a lengthy narrative form. This
can be a challenging format for people who have limited time to read municipal documents.

B. Public Relations (External & Internal) and Community Branding
The Village, organizations and businesses around Park Forest have helped define the image of
Park Forest by promoting the community through various formats. This is particularly obvious
with documents related to “DownTown Park Forest.” (See Section II Issues and Themes
Identified at sections C. Comprehensive Plan, D. DownTown Master Plan, E. Down Town
Conversion, and F. Strategic Planning.)
Promotional publications, the Village website, advertisements, Discover magazine, calendar of
events, and other means of communication contain a wealth of information. They are all high
quality forms of outreach. The website appears to provide the most current information
available regarding events and how to participate. A good example is the amazing variety of
Parks & Recreation programming displayed in brochures. (See Section II Issues and Themes
Identified at subsection H. dealing with public information and community outreach.)

Additionally, Village leaders described their community branding exercise. They were able to
identify how residents and business operators can experience a real sense of community.
Further, they were able to identify a welcoming image and service offerings for people outside
of Park Forest.
Despite all of the plans and activities, our team does not perceive a well‐defined theme or
brand that is conveyed within the Park Forest community or to the outside world. For example,
it is not clear whether the downtown strategy has a local focus only or has some regional
potential different than the regional mall of the past. Both are mentioned in the documents we
read and reviewed, but the outcome is not clear. To get a sense of what our team is trying to
convey here, one can spread out on a table all hard‐copy information sources and design
drawings related to the downtown. One can also display on a computer monitor the website
pages related to the downtown. The production is high quality, but one will not see a visual,
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In regard to DownTown, Park Forest has progressed far along the path of changing from a
regional mall to a community main street. This is due in great part to proactive municipal and
other civic leadership. Once the problem was identified and plans were made to improve the
situation, people took action to implement. We have already explained this process and the
results. There is a unique mix of tenants in the DownTown spaces or nearby. This includes a
performing arts center, art galleria, a movie theater, and small retail shops. The 75% or more
occupancy rate is a positive situation even if some spaces are occupied by not‐for‐profit
agencies. We know that all of this information is tracked, measured, and reviewed by
municipal official (See Section II Issues and Themes identified at the subsection C.
Comprehensive Land Use Plan, D. DownTown Master Plan, E. Down Town Conversion, and F
Strategic Planning.)

audio, or written message that grabs the imagination. It does not break through the clutter of
marketing initiatives in other communities. The website page on DownTown Park Forest is a
disappointment. It only displays a few photos and some available space information. Except
for the downtown archway entrance, public and private signage in town is not particularly
notable for visitors or residents. The new sign on U.S. Route 30/Lincoln Highway is noticeable,
but is not really notable. Streetscape and the restored business facades in the downtown area
are appealing features. However, one cannot discern a unique or attractive theme.
RECOMMENDATION

A community’s website is its window to the world. One of the challenges identified in
the research and analysis of Park Forest is the marketing of the Downtown. In the IMAP
team’s review of the Park Forest website, the team believes that the Downtown link can
be enhanced with the goal of being informative for citizens as well as potential
businesses and developers looking for retail or commercial space. The team suggests
that the main green link labeled Downtown should be the entrance page to Downtown
opportunities, which could include lease opportunities, shopping opportunities, dining
venues and other Downtown activities. The examples below provide an idea of what
can be done with marketing the Downtown on the web, although none of them provide
all of the information that is referred to above:
http://www.vah.com/ ‐ The Village of Arlington Heights has a “Discover” link on the
homepage. The page goes to a site that offers links to information such as dining
opportunities, shopping venues, accommodations, and attractions, which includes
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The Village leaders should take a fresh look at how they are informing people within the
community and outside the community about the merits of Park Forest. Review how
the official Community Branding Strategy is being implemented. We recommend this
even though our team knows that community leaders have gone through a number of
processes to catalogue attributes, devise the most advantageous way to use them, and
develop how to best convey those attributes to others. The purpose, for the most part,
has been to reinvent and revitalize the DownTown as a down‐scaled destination. In
implementing the community brand, the Village should portray the best attributes of
the entire community to Park Foresters and the outside world. This effort should go
beyond publishing or displaying a catch phrase, producing colorful graphics, or installing
special features and facades along public rights of way.
The attributes should be
marketed to the public‐at‐large or to specific target audiences. The detail of content,
frequency, visual impact, and coordination can then gain maximum results. All parties
involved with some form of business promotion, even residential development, should
be encouraged to use the themes and images in their marketing strategy.

information about the arts and cultural activities in the municipality. While it lacks
information about vacancies and lease opportunities, it does give an idea of the vibrancy
that can be added to a website that adds excitement to what is available downtown.
http://www.ci.mchenry.il.us/departments/downtown/downtown.html ‐ The City of
McHenry has a downtown link that includes a drop down menu with information about
the TIF district, master plan, overlay map and more. Again, it does not have all of the
information needed, but it is presented in an easy, accessible manor.
The Village of Park Forest could enhance its Downtown link by incorporating some of
the ideas from the above websites. The Downtown button could go to a page that has
pictures of the Downtown with links from that page that could include Downtown
Businesses, Dining on the Green, Commerce Arc, lease opportunities, how to do
business with the Village (explanation of the process and links to forms needed),
Downtown Master Plan, and other pertinent links to information.
The Village has been progressive in creating a presence on Facebook and Twitter. These
social media tools provide a quick and easy way to inform citizens of current happenings
in the Village. Some organizations have turned to using these social media tools as
economic development tools. An article by Aliza Sherman entitled “5 Ways Cities are
Using Social Media to Reverse Economic Downturn,” produced by Mashable, a source
for news in social and digital media, explains how Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and
YouTube have been used by five different cities and regions to catch the attention of
and network with site selectors and developers across the nation. (See Appendix H, “5
Ways Cities are Using Social Media to Reverse Economic Downturn.”)

The Village has a well‐documented history of promoting retail and residential development.
However, redeveloping industrial property was also part of earlier planning and continues to be
a priority of the Village. Industrial land use is a goal of the Comprehensive Plan 1980‐81 that
developed to a much lesser extent than residential and commercial land use. Park Forest
continues to be a place dominated by residential and commercial lands and a relatively small
portion of property with light industrial. This means that when the County or Township
assessor values properties and the various local governments submit their annual property tax
levy, most of the tax burden falls on owners of land classified as residential and commercial. To
address this phenomenon, staff reported the following activities designed to increase the
industrial base:
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C. Balanced Land Use Strategy & Taxation Strategy









“Successful negotiation and resolution of mitigation issues to enable
CN’s (Canadian National railway) U.S.‐based growth and expansion
plans, which ultimately impact millions of dollars of freight...
… innovative ordinance change to allow industrial uses to locate in
obsolete portions of existing buildings in order to preserve tax base,
maintain built square footage, increase number and variety of job
opportunities and to assist property owners with stabilizing and
diversifying their lease options and collections.
The Strategic Plan includes specific recommendations for the Park
Forest Business Park and the South Western Avenue Annexation Area
(generally considered the Village’s best opportunity for new, large
scale industrial development).
… working with University Park on a boundary agreement to solidify
our right to annex land on the west side of Western Avenue for
potential new industrial development.
The Village program to proactively pursue tax‐delinquent properties
for redevelopment includes land in the Park Forest Business Park.” (H.
Kingma email message to B. Townsend dated 1/6/11)

Park Forest faces a challenge that many
communities struggle with: maintaining
municipal services in times of static or fewer
revenues. The Village receives property taxes,
but most revenues are from other sources.
Some are extremely sensitive to economic
conditions and political decisions beyond
Village control. Prime examples are State
revenue sharing dollars in the form of income

53 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

The NIU IMAP‐GMPA team believes that a balanced land use strategy provides a community
with the ability to perform better, or at least survive better, when the economy takes a major
downturn. A balanced situation is one in which residential, commercial and industrial/research
and development all contribute to the overall character of the community. Further, each
provides a special array of attributes that in combination with the others, can contribute to
stabilizing the community tax base and employment base. The most recent economic crisis
demonstrated that communities with this diverse portfolio tended to weather the problems
better than those with high retail. For example, communities with regional malls and no
industrial reported major reductions in sales tax income. They were among communities with
the greatest number of lay‐offs or attrition vacancies. Others with a more balanced ratio of
land use have weathered the financial storm.

and sales taxes. Others are also affected by the economy, but the Village has more control over
rates, including building permit fees, ordinance violation fines, and customer utility fees. The
majority of the property tax bill is based on school district levies, yet high property taxes are
nonetheless seen as an issue. A property tax bill can be lowered in a few ways. One is to cut
costs (and thereby lower the levy request), another is to diversify the tax base (different land
uses), increase the number of properties (development and annexation), and the fourth is for
property values to rise.
The unique challenge facing Park Forest is their cooperative housing units. The number of
housing units that the cooperative housing represents in comparison to the entirety of units in
Park Forest (approximately 20% of all housing units) is a concern because of the property tax
assessment of the units, with their low assessed value (based on “selling” price) and thus low
property tax assessments. It may be necessary to look at the options for assessing units within
the Village, in particular the cooperative units, to determine if the tax burden is being
distributed fairly.
Assessors throughout the country typically look at three approaches to obtain a property’s
value: the cost (replacement) approach, the income approach and the sales comparison
(market) approach. They are discussed below.

Income Approach – is an estimate of value based on the rental income generated by the
property. This approach is often a very important indicator of property value for
income‐producing properties. The Cook County Assessor’s Office uses market estimates
for income, expenses, and a rate of return for an investor (the capitalization rate) to
determine value.
Sales Comparison Approach – is an estimate of value that compares the subject
property to similar properties that have recently sold and have similar characteristics or
indicators of value. Differences in location, physical characteristics, time of sale, physical
condition, size, age and other market related conditions are adjustments that can be
made to sale prices. This accounts for differences between comparable sold properties
and the subject property. Extensive editing and adjustments are made before unsold
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Cost Approach ‐ is an estimate of value derived for property by determining the cost to
construct the building(s) less the estimated depreciation of the property. The Cost
Approach is most effective when valuing unique manufacturing properties as income
and sales data may not be available for these owner occupied properties. Marshall &
Swift™ cost calibration software is used to apply cost estimates to this type of property.

similar properties are valued. Also, large commercial transactions are thoroughly
analyzed because of the complexity of these types of sales.
RECOMMENDATION
The Village should continue to expend substantial time and effort on seeking light
industrial and/or research & development firms. Those willing to locate their
headquarters in Park Forest would be particularly desirable because any sales taxes
generated could be attributed to the Village. Perhaps the existing industrial park or
vacant shopping center space are prospective locations. The ultimate purpose for this
strategy is to bring more balance to the land use and revenue stream of Park Forest.

D. Economic Development and Tax Increment Financing
The Village dissolved the original TIF District in 1997 after it was used many years to help
transform the dying Park Forest Plaza into a revitalized Park Forest DownTown. Property
assessments increased in 2000 and tax increment began to build to where the levy now
produces slightly over $1,000,000 annually. As we begin 2011, 10 years remain on the current
TIF District through 2020. Our review of documents, interviews, and on‐site observations
indicate that property tax increment has been expended in Park Forest the way this form of
economic incentive was meant to be used. Planning, public infrastructure, and private
redevelopment activities were funded in part to spur activity that would otherwise not have
happened but for the TIF resources. The work of transformation is not yet completed and, as
with any venture, there is always room for improvement.
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Village President/Mayor Ostenburg explained during the January 5th Board meeting, at
which our team presented the preliminary report, that Park Forest officials have
pursued many ways to address the cooperative taxation issue. The Village has been
active nationally with cooperative associations. Research has revealed how properties
are appraised or valued in other towns, talked with board members of the cooperatives,
and explored potential legislative solutions. For example, the Illinois Municipal League
proposed a 1% sales tax increase that if adopted, would be used to reduce reliance on
property taxes. It appears that no change will happen unless the affected parties
collaborate and State laws are amended. Therefore, we recommend that the Village
look at how communities with similar cooperative structures in other States and nations
handle their cooperative taxing issues. They should also talk with the management
board of the units to discuss a legislative compromise that could satisfy the owners as
well as other residents.

RECOMMENDATION
Take a fresh look at the redevelopment plan, results, and new activities underway.
Some of TIF is already committed, but consider other opportunities for development
initiatives going forward. Bring in a new TIF advisor periodically to help with
brainstorming. Continue to involve the Village’s network of contacts.

A comprehensive plan is different than a strategic plan in that a comprehensive plan addresses
land use whereas a strategic plan is generally geared towards the overall goals of a
municipality, not just those related to land use. It is important to have an updated
comprehensive plan to help defend against a legal challenge to a zoning decision. The Village
has addressed this by adopting the Strategic Plan 2008 per an ordinance amending the Park
Forest Code of Ordinances. It is also important to go through a comprehensive planning
process periodically to ensure that the community is engaged and generally supports the vision
and direction that is manifested in the document. Village officials and staff have stated that
this was, in effect, done less than three years ago when the SP 2008 updated policy priorities
and embraced several other economic studies. The Village Manager has stated that a
traditional comprehensive plan is more relevant to newer or growing communities with open
greenspace rather than a mature, built‐out and mostly land‐locked community like Park Forest.
Others pointed out that a full‐fledged comprehensive plan document would cost over $100,000
and the Village simply cannot afford it.
RECOMMENDATION
Given the age of the current Comprehensive Plan and the challenging economic
conditions that are occurring during the event some are calling the Great Recession, it is
highly recommended that the Village of Park Forest prepare a Comprehensive Plan for
current and future land use. The Village has undergone changes and while the
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E. Updated Comprehensive Plan
Closely related to a balanced land use strategy is the need for an update to the Comprehensive
Plan. The Comprehensive Plan was done in 1980‐81 with an update to it in 1992. The Strategic
Land Use Plan for Economic Development, adopted in November 2008, was meant to augment
the comprehensive plan. Also, a Master Plan for Downtown Park Forest was developed in 1997
and updated in 2002. While all of these plans have addressed specific needs at the time they
were developed, there has been no comprehensive look at land use in the Village for many
years. (See Sec. II Issues and Themes Identified at subsection F. Strategic Planning for
information on how the Village has integrated comprehensive planning and strategic
planning with economic development.)

documents stated above have addressed some of those changes, a Comprehensive Plan
would be useful on several different levels, especially for the long range economic
growth and development/redevelopment of the Village. The Comprehensive Plan will
provide a working set of tools to improve the community and make it more
economically viable as it addresses infill and redevelopment issues.

Given the Village’s geographic location, specifically its lack of immediate access to the
interstate system, the proposed Comprehensive Plan would afford elected officials and
community leaders the opportunity to examine the highest and best uses for the land
within and around Park Forest. There is
opportunity for transit oriented design
in the space vacated next to the
commuter rail line. There is potential
for development on the property that
used to be the old golf course.
Identifying locations for affordable
residential development can assist with
rectifying the stagnating population
counts, especially if combined with high
visibility commercial.
F. Intergovernmental Relationships
One of the most important factors in attracting families to a community is the quality of the
community schools. One of the recurring themes heard during the interview process was the
concern for the quality of the schools that serve the Village of Park Forest children. The Village
of Park Forest is served by five different school districts. While the municipality does not have
any control over these school district boards, the municipality does have an opportunity to
forge relationships with the school boards in order to address some of the concerns of its
residents. These school board members are colleagues who are leaders within their own right
and who impact the educational decisions at the local level. It is important to forge
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The Comprehensive Plan document could help resolve many of the concerns brought up
during the interview process. An approved comprehensive planning document can
serve as a strong policy guide for many years, yet be flexible enough to allow for
changes in implementation strategy. In other words, the Village will be able to adapt its
use of resources toward strategies that are working successfully and away from those
that are failing. New implementation strategies that develop can be added as well. It
also provides a tool for aggressive planning that can help the Village attract more
business and retail opportunities by giving potential developers an up‐to‐date Village‐
approved document to refer to when meeting with interested parties.

relationships with these people in order to provide a positive influence into the school systems
within the Village.
RECOMMENDATION
It is recommended that Village leaders (both elected and select appointed staff) get to
know members of the local school boards and possibly convene regular meetings in
order to forge constructive relationships. John Perry, who is a past village manager in
Park Forest and author of the new book Blueprint for Building Community, suggests that
“you need to educate them about the village mission. You need to identify issues for
the community around which they can assist. You need to identify issues important to
these other governmental entities and how your village strategy supports their needs.”
For example, a strong bond with the School Districts and other local governments can
enhance economic development efforts. They can become partners with the Village in
attracting and/or retaining business. This is particularly important regarding TIF District
initiatives. During these meetings the Village should focus on keeping local school
officials up‐to‐date on activities and issues in the Village, particularly as they relate to
youth activities. The Village could also involve these leaders in a strategic planning
session. Meetings with the various school boards could be held on a quarterly basis
and include other government entities as well. However, given the issues with the
schools, it may be wise to just focus on forging the school board relationships initially.

The Village provides the whole range of traditional services in the field of public safety, public
works, building standards, planning, and zoning code. Park Forest goes well beyond that range
to provide services that many people in Illinois would consider to be extraordinary for a
municipality. These include public health (nursing and environmental) and parks and recreation
(performing arts center, water park, recreational activities, public green space, and public
library). It is commonly known among people with knowledge about local government that
Illinois has the most decentralized local government situation in the United States. This
includes a variety of special districts
with jurisdiction ranging from street
lights to mosquito abatement to
sanitary treatment to schools. Park
Forest may have it right by being
organized and operating with a
degree of central coordination and
efficiency that cannot be matched by
the typical fragmentation of taxing
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G. Shared Services

bodies. This places Park Forest in a unique situation to initiate partnerships and alliances with
other agencies or governments.
RECOMMENDATION
Concurrent with our observation about the scope of Park Forest responsibilities, we see
the potential for even greater efficiencies. In particular, we refer to regionalization of
services. The Village should retain its status as a leading community in the southern
metropolitan area. This has been demonstrated in many ways through the South
Suburban Mayors and Managers Association and other forums or alliances over the
years. Our team does not have a list of agencies that the Village may target as allies or
partners. However, an example we have to underscore our recommendation is the joint
9‐1‐1 Emergency Communications Center project that Park Forest and others have
established. Our second example is the Aqua Center with its service to residents and
non‐residents. We do suggest that the Village take an informal inventory of other
Village services and how they may be expanded to serve outside of the municipal
boundaries. This may increase potential revenue streams as well as expand the service
area. Possibilities for this initiative include public health, police patrol/investigations,
fire protection/prevention, and recreational events.

VI.

CONCLUSION

It has been a pleasure to be of service to you. It is the hope of the Center for Governmental
Studies and Regional Development Institute that the Village of Park Forest finds this assessment
to be of value. We are thankful to everyone who participated in the process. The cooperation
and courtesies extended were much appreciated.
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The Park Forest Village Board and staff are commended for undertaking a critical review and
examination of their governing and management practices. Some municipal officials prefer to
continue to do things the same old way. Unfortunately, sometimes the same old way of doing
things leads to the same old result. Time and circumstances change. If the Village Board and
staff are not prepared for change and poised to take advantage of the opportunities that
change can offer, the community will not progress.

APPENDICES
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Appendix A: Park Forest IMAP Application
Appendix B: Advance Materials Reviewed
Appendix C: Interview Questions
Appendix D: Service Delivery Checklists
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Appendix H: “5 Ways Cities are Using Social Media to Reverse Economic Downturn”
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APPENDIX A: Park Forest Request for IMAP Services
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Organization Chart
Municipality Budget: Most Current
Capital Improvement Budget: Most Current
Police/Fire Pension Annual Report: Most Current
Values, Mission, Goals, and Objective Statements
Facility Management Contracts
Audited Annual Financial Report: Most Current
Certificates of Insurance, Coverage, and Declarations
Roster of employees by Department and Job Descriptions
Personnel Manual/Employee Handbook and Pay Plan
Collective Bargaining Agreements
Lists of Boards and Commissions
Wastewater Inspection Reports : IL EPA: Most current
Public Water Supply Report – Most Current
Most Recent Bond Offering Statement (Prospectus)
Service Contracts (e.g., Engineering Services, Legal, EMS, etc.)
Most Recent Edition of Community Newsletter
Comprehensive Plan
Zoning Map
Economic Development Plan/Studies
Community Promotional Brochures, Maps, etc.
Local Phone Book
Recent Edition of Local Newspaper
Web Page URL
Inventory of Vehicles and Equipment
Intergovernmental Agreements (Including Boundary)
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APPENDIX B: Advance Materials Reviewed

APPENDIX C: Interview Questions
What do you like about your community?
What don’t you like about what is happening in your community?
What is your opinion of municipal services?
In your opinion, what could be done to improve municipal services?
What are the challenges facing your municipal government?
What are the challenges facing your community?
What would you do to face these challenges?
What do you think the residents say about the community? Municipal government?
What do people from outside the community say about your community?
Do you have any specific areas that you feel should be addressed in this study?

66 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011












APPENDIX D: Service Delivery Checklists

PUBLIC WORKS
Street lights
Vehicle/Equip Maintenance
Street – Maintenance
Street – Seal coat
Street – Crackfilling

MUNICIPAL

OTHER

N/A

#EMPLOYEES
FT: PT: S:
# Vehicles (all depts.)
# Miles of Streets

Street – Cleaning
Snow Removal
Street – Markings
Street – Signs
Street – Engineering
Street – Inspections
Traffic Signs/Signals
Street Tree Care
Sidewalk Repair
Storm Sewers
Parking Lots
UTILITIES

#EMPLOYEES
FT: PT: S:

Water Service
Water Treatment
Water Main Repairs
Water Meter Reading

Sanitary Sewer System
Wastewater Testing
Electric Generation

Vendor/Lab:
Type:

Vendor/Lab:

Electric Distribution
Electric Meter Reading
Natural Gas
Building/Equip Maintenance
Commercial – Refuse
Residential – Refuse
Solid Waste Disposal
Solid Waste Recycling
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Water Testing
Wastewater Treatment
Wastewater Sludge Disposal

Billing
OTHER ENTERPRISES
Airport
Cemetery Maintenance
Cemetery Grave Openings
Conference Center
Other
FINANCE
Data Processing

Specify:
MUNICIPAL

OTHER

N/A

Payments/Processing
Checks/Issuance
Invoice Mailing
Receivables Processing
Issue/Process Purchase Orders
Taxes/Fees Collection
Licenses Issuance
General Ledger Accounting
Prepare Annual Budget/
Financial Report (Audit)
PERSONNEL
Recruitment/Selection
Time Sheet Preparation
Time Sheet Processing

Civil Service?

Issue Payroll Checks
Maintain Personnel Records
Workers Compensation

Board Minutes
Board/Commission Minutes
Ordinances/Resolutions

Exec. Session:
Exec. Session:

Final Engineering “Plans/As Builts”
Plats
Recorded Documents
Licenses
Safety Program/Right‐to‐Know Law
Preparation of Agenda – Council
Preparation of Agenda – Boards
Notifications – Open Meetings Law
Citizen Complaints/Responses
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Risk Management
Safety Programs
RECORDS MANAGEMENT

Preparation of Ordinances & Resolutions
Recodification of Municipal Code
Liability Claims
Service Contracts
Development Agreements
Insurance Contracts

CONTRACTUAL SERVICES

See Below

PROVIDE COPIES OF
CONTRACT

Legal
Engineering
Economic Development
Facility Management
Equipment/Vehicular Service
Building Maintenance
Tree/Street Maintenance
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Community Protection
Inspection
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APPENDIX E: Village of Will County‐Multi‐Year Budget Sheet
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APPENDIX F: Debt Management Policy for the Village of Carol Stream
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APPENDIX G: Village of Forsyth Strategic Plan Management Tracking Matrix

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

82 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

83 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

84 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

85 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

86 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

87 | P a g e

88 | P a g e

Illinois Municipal Assistance Program | March 2011

APPENDIX H: “5 Ways Cities are Using Social Media to Reverse Economic
Downturn”
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