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LOCAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
How smart Chicago suburbs compete for business

While businesses sometimes generate headlines by moving 
headquarters from the suburbs to downtown Chicago, communities 
surrounding the city remain popular destinations for both company 
campuses and individuals in search of financial benefits, lifestyle 
enhancements and other perks.

Four suburban economic development executives recently shared their 
thoughts with Crain’s Custom Media about how their Chicagoland 
communities continue to grow in today’s competitive environment.

Nicholas Greifer is director of community and economic development 
for the Village of Brookfield, where he engages with businesses to 
identify and remove barriers to economic growth, deliver responsive 
customer service on building and zoning reviews, and provide 
incentives to locate in the Village. He also works to enhance the 
visibility of the community and partners with key stakeholders such 
as the Brookfield Zoo, the Brookfield Chamber of Commerce and the 
western Cook County tourism bureau. Prior to joining the Village, he 
was a vice president at Kane, McKenna and Associates, and before that 
served as manager at the Government Finance Officers Association. He 
holds bachelor’s and master’s degrees from the University of Michigan.

John Lynch is executive director of the Oak Park Economic 
Development Corporation, where he works with developers, retailers, 
brokers and public stakeholders to attract and implement real estate 
and business investment that builds Oak Park’s economic base. He has 
more than 20 years of experience in real estate, infrastructure and 
economic development. Prior to joining OPEDC, he was vice president 
of development and asset strategy for JLL, vice president of advisory 
services for U.S. Equities Realty, and director of real estate and land use 
for airport planning firm Ricondo and Associates. He holds a master’s 
degree in business from Northwestern University, plus master’s and 
bachelor’s degrees in civil engineering from Purdue University and the 
University of Notre Dame, respectively.

John C. Melaniphy III is director of economic development for the 
Village of Wheeling, where he’s engaged in all facets of economic 
development, business attraction, business retention, marketing, grant 

administration, market feasibility analysis and workforce development 
solutions. He previously spent 20 years at Melaniphy & Associates Inc., 
three years at Mid-America Development Partners and four years at 
the Village of Arlington Heights. He’s directed multiple development 
projects, including lifestyle centers, big-box centers, hotels and mixed-
use developments. He’s assisted numerous retailers, restaurants 
and entertainment venues with their site selection strategies both 
nationally and internationally. He holds a bachelor’s degree in real 
estate and human resource management from DePaul University.

Leslie G. Murphy is the economic development specialist for the 
Village of Skokie where she’s responsible for the Village’s Tax Increment 
Finance districts and other incentive programs. She’s also staff liaison 
to the Skokie Economic Development Commission and serves as the 
Village’s small business ombudsman. Earlier in her career, she spent 14 
years as senior vice president at Kane, McKenna and Associates Inc.; 
10 years as principal of her own company, Griffith Murphy Consulting 
LLC; and four years as a senior planner for the City of Evanston. She 
holds a bachelor’s degree in government from Saint Mary’s College, 
Notre Dame, Indiana, and a master’s degree in public administration 
from the University of Illinois at Chicago. 

What’s your community’s competitive edge? 

Leslie Murphy: Skokie’s key asset is its ideal location, adjacent 
to both Chicago and the North Shore, and only 15 minutes from 
O’Hare. Transportation access is another advantage, with the Edens 
Expressway spanning the community’s western edge, two CTA Skokie 
Swift rail line stops, as well as seven CTA and 10 Pace suburban 
bus lines. Top-rated schools and shopping districts also make it an 
excellent place to live, work, shop, play and learn. Another distinctive 
edge is the fact that more than 90 languages are spoken by students in 
Skokie schools, making it one of Illinois’ most diverse communities.  

John Melaniphy: Wheeling offers location, transportation 
infrastructure, a Metra commuter station, 14 million square feet of 
industrial space, a restaurant row, Chicago Executive Airport and the 
Westin Chicago North Shore Hotel and Convention Center. We have 
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a pro-business Village Board plus competitive commercial land prices 
and residential price points. We have the fi fth-largest manufacturing 
employment concentration in Illinois.

John Lynch: Oak Park’s urbanism is its competitive edge—driven by 
density and diversity. Density attracts commercial interest and new 
residents who are increasingly less interested in a car-based lifestyle. 
Oak Park has diversity not just of race and culture but also of age and 
creates a nice mix of people who value community and who spend their 
time fi ghting for community causes. Investors and developers want to 
build in places that people want to be. This is clearly a place that people 
want to be.

Nicholas Greifer: Brookfi eld has a strong residential real estate 
sector, built on a solid foundation of great schools. High-performing 
schools are critical because so much of our wealth as a community 

is connected to residential real estate. 
Brookfi eld’s two great high schools are 
major draws for fi rst-time and move-up 
homebuyers, regularly scoring high on state 
and national rankings. We have homes at 
different price points, too. If you grew up 
here, got a great education, and then earned a 
college degree, it’s realistic to come back and 
buy a home here.

Describe a recent economic development 
highlight for your community. 

JM: Wheeling’s moving forward with nearly 
$200 million in new development projects, 
including a transit-oriented, master-planned, 
mixed-use development adjacent to the 
Metra station; a 288-unit luxury apartment 
development at 250 Northgate Parkway; 12 

townhomes across the street from Northgate Crossing; and a 102-unit 
assisted-living and memory care facility at 60-156 W. Dundee Rd.

LM: The Illinois Science + Technology Park, a 24-acre life science and 
technology campus in downtown Skokie, has a new owner: American 
Landmark Properties. They’re embarking on an exciting redevelopment 
plan for certain properties within and adjacent to the park, which has 
generated more national and international interest in downtown Skokie.

JL:  New development of 800 residential units and 62,000 square feet 
of commercial space in our downtown is a highlight in Oak Park. Target 
has announced that it’s opening a pared-down urban format store 
there later this year. These join exciting new independent retailers 
such as JAYNE, 16 Suitcases and Wheel and Sprocket.  

NG: Last year Crain’s ranked Brookfi eld #2 in 
suburban Chicago for home sale appreciation, and 
#1 in Cook County. This is the culmination of a lot 
of hard work by talented home builders who’ve 
repeatedly redeveloped smaller homes into larger 
homes for the trade-up buyers here. 

What categories or types of tenants is your 
community attracting? 

JL: The biggest growth we’re seeing in Oak Park 
is on the food and beverage side. We’ve got an 
exciting, emerging brewery scene. We’re seeing 
larger concepts such as Cooper’s Hawk, which will 
occupy 12,000 square feet in a new downtown high 
rise. We’re seeing more restaurants—independents 
or established—that want to come to Oak Park to 
help build it as an entertainment destination. 

NG: Brookfi eld’s newer commercial tenants tend 
to be in the restaurant and service sectors. Many 
are independent retailers, but we’re also attracting 
national chains including Dunkin Donuts, Advance 
Auto and Sherwin Williams. Typically, these are 
“Internet-proof” businesses where the customer 
needs to be physically present to get what they need. 
This might be a yoga class, a gourmet burger, a locally 
brewed craft beer, a physical therapy session, etc.

LM: Skokie’s attracted retail and restaurants within 
the Westfi eld Old Orchard and Village Crossing 
shopping malls, and in new and redeveloped 
commercial centers along Touhy Avenue and Skokie 
Boulevard. Distinctive new restaurants are being 
built on underutilized lots and older tenant spaces 
in established business areas, and the smaller, 
fl exible-format Target prototype is being developed 
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adjacent to our historic Dempster Street CTA station. Skokie is also 
experiencing an uptick in adaptive reuse for smaller commercial and 
industrial buildings in and around our transit districts. 

JM: Wheeling’s attracting junior retail anchors, restaurants, 
entertainment and specialty retail tenants including CMX Theaters, 
Binny’s Beverage Depot, Starbucks, Dunkin Donuts, Salata, Siri Indian 
Restaurant, Spears Bourbon & Burgers, Subway, Cafe Zupas and Boston 
Fish Market. Industrial tenants we’ve been successful in attracting 
include Richelieu Foods, Federal Express, American Cast Films, 
Precision Zone, Master Brew, Champro, Christy Metals, and 
Swiss Precision.

What challenges do you face as you pursue economic development 
within your community? 

LM: Higher real estate assessments on commercial 
properties inordinately affects property owners’ 
abiilities to cover their operating costs, particularly 
as the potential for higher lease revenues has 
diminished since the recession. Additionally, many 
private owners are unwilling to sell or invest in their 
properties at reasonable levels, which is a constant 
challenge in effectuating change or growth in 
stagnant areas. Another challenge has been the lack 
of new, upscale apartment units proximate to our 
transit stations. We’ve been patiently waiting for the 
last three years for the right projects to come along 
and we are currently reviewing several promising 
mixed-use proposals. 

JL: Scarcity of development sites. Recent residential 
and commercial development in Oak Park has 
made this a very attractive market for investment, 
and development interest currently outpaces land 
availability by a wide margin.

NG: The long-term shift to e-commerce. As a built-
out suburb with typically smaller lots, we didn’t get 
a lot of big-box stores in the 1980s or 1990s—and 
so don’t have a lot of empty big boxes now. But it’s 
still a challenge for smaller retailers to fi nd ways to 
connect to their shoppers. 

JM: Cook County property taxes continue to place 
Wheeling’s industrial facilities at a competitive 
disadvantage in relation to nearby Lake County. In 
terms of retail development, Wheeling does not 
have a regional mall and many retailers locate their 
stores in the Core Mall Markets in the Chicago 
Metropolitan Area, where more than 35 percent of all 
retail sales are captured.  E-Commerce is challenging 
traditional brick and mortar stores in select 

categories, but only represents 8.2 percent of 
all retail sales in the United States.   

What development incentives or attraction 
tools do you use?

JM: Wheeling’s primary economic 
development tools include the Class 6b 
property tax incentive and Tax Increment 
Financing. Since 2014, the Village has 
backfi lled over 1 million square feet of 
vacant industrial space utilizing the Class 6b 
incentive. It resorted to a sales tax rebate 
on only one occasion in recent years to fund 
some extraordinary costs related to a major 
redevelopment project. Wheeling operates fi ve 
TIF districts. The Westin Chicago North Shore 
Hotel and Convention Center would not have 
been developed but for the North TIF District 

that provided signifi cant incentives to undertake the extraordinary 
infrastructure requirements. 

JL: Oak Park has one active TIF district that’s proving to be a critical 
tool in our efforts on Madison Street. We’ll be exploring other TIFs 
in the coming years. In addition, we try to be smart and fl exible with 
incentives such as sales tax rebates and grants or loans from the Village, 
including a recently approved Section 108 loan program administered 
by HUD. We take a highly analytical approach to incentives to make 
sure that a project’s anticipated returns—generally in the form of tax 
revenues—justify any expenses, and that any incentives we might offer 
are necessary and can be viewed as investments in the community. 

NG: Brookfi eld’s been using the Cook County “No Cash Bid” program for 
acquiring tax-delinquent properties. It’s an affordable way to assemble 
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a pro-business Village Board plus competitive commercial land prices 
and residential price points. We have the fi fth-largest manufacturing 
employment concentration in Illinois.

John Lynch: Oak Park’s urbanism is its competitive edge—driven by 
density and diversity. Density attracts commercial interest and new 
residents who are increasingly less interested in a car-based lifestyle. 
Oak Park has diversity not just of race and culture but also of age and 
creates a nice mix of people who value community and who spend their 
time fi ghting for community causes. Investors and developers want to 
build in places that people want to be. This is clearly a place that people 
want to be.

Nicholas Greifer: Brookfi eld has a strong residential real estate 
sector, built on a solid foundation of great schools. High-performing 
schools are critical because so much of our wealth as a community 

is connected to residential real estate. 
Brookfi eld’s two great high schools are 
major draws for fi rst-time and move-up 
homebuyers, regularly scoring high on state 
and national rankings. We have homes at 
different price points, too. If you grew up 
here, got a great education, and then earned a 
college degree, it’s realistic to come back and 
buy a home here.

Describe a recent economic development 
highlight for your community. 

JM: Wheeling’s moving forward with nearly 
$200 million in new development projects, 
including a transit-oriented, master-planned, 
mixed-use development adjacent to the 
Metra station; a 288-unit luxury apartment 
development at 250 Northgate Parkway; 12 

townhomes across the street from Northgate Crossing; and a 102-unit 
assisted-living and memory care facility at 60-156 W. Dundee Rd.

LM: The Illinois Science + Technology Park, a 24-acre life science and 
technology campus in downtown Skokie, has a new owner: American 
Landmark Properties. They’re embarking on an exciting redevelopment 
plan for certain properties within and adjacent to the park, which has 
generated more national and international interest in downtown Skokie.

JL:  New development of 800 residential units and 62,000 square feet 
of commercial space in our downtown is a highlight in Oak Park. Target 
has announced that it’s opening a pared-down urban format store 
there later this year. These join exciting new independent retailers 
such as JAYNE, 16 Suitcases and Wheel and Sprocket.  

NG: Last year Crain’s ranked Brookfi eld #2 in 
suburban Chicago for home sale appreciation, and 
#1 in Cook County. This is the culmination of a lot 
of hard work by talented home builders who’ve 
repeatedly redeveloped smaller homes into larger 
homes for the trade-up buyers here. 

What categories or types of tenants is your 
community attracting? 

JL: The biggest growth we’re seeing in Oak Park 
is on the food and beverage side. We’ve got an 
exciting, emerging brewery scene. We’re seeing 
larger concepts such as Cooper’s Hawk, which will 
occupy 12,000 square feet in a new downtown high 
rise. We’re seeing more restaurants—independents 
or established—that want to come to Oak Park to 
help build it as an entertainment destination. 

NG: Brookfi eld’s newer commercial tenants tend 
to be in the restaurant and service sectors. Many 
are independent retailers, but we’re also attracting 
national chains including Dunkin Donuts, Advance 
Auto and Sherwin Williams. Typically, these are 
“Internet-proof” businesses where the customer 
needs to be physically present to get what they need. 
This might be a yoga class, a gourmet burger, a locally 
brewed craft beer, a physical therapy session, etc.

LM: Skokie’s attracted retail and restaurants within 
the Westfi eld Old Orchard and Village Crossing 
shopping malls, and in new and redeveloped 
commercial centers along Touhy Avenue and Skokie 
Boulevard. Distinctive new restaurants are being 
built on underutilized lots and older tenant spaces 
in established business areas, and the smaller, 
fl exible-format Target prototype is being developed 
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adjacent to our historic Dempster Street CTA station. Skokie is also 
experiencing an uptick in adaptive reuse for smaller commercial and 
industrial buildings in and around our transit districts. 

JM: Wheeling’s attracting junior retail anchors, restaurants, 
entertainment and specialty retail tenants including CMX Theaters, 
Binny’s Beverage Depot, Starbucks, Dunkin Donuts, Salata, Siri Indian 
Restaurant, Spears Bourbon & Burgers, Subway, Cafe Zupas and Boston 
Fish Market. Industrial tenants we’ve been successful in attracting 
include Richelieu Foods, Federal Express, American Cast Films, 
Precision Zone, Master Brew, Champro, Christy Metals, and 
Swiss Precision.

What challenges do you face as you pursue economic development 
within your community? 

LM: Higher real estate assessments on commercial 
properties inordinately affects property owners’ 
abiilities to cover their operating costs, particularly 
as the potential for higher lease revenues has 
diminished since the recession. Additionally, many 
private owners are unwilling to sell or invest in their 
properties at reasonable levels, which is a constant 
challenge in effectuating change or growth in 
stagnant areas. Another challenge has been the lack 
of new, upscale apartment units proximate to our 
transit stations. We’ve been patiently waiting for the 
last three years for the right projects to come along 
and we are currently reviewing several promising 
mixed-use proposals. 

JL: Scarcity of development sites. Recent residential 
and commercial development in Oak Park has 
made this a very attractive market for investment, 
and development interest currently outpaces land 
availability by a wide margin.

NG: The long-term shift to e-commerce. As a built-
out suburb with typically smaller lots, we didn’t get 
a lot of big-box stores in the 1980s or 1990s—and 
so don’t have a lot of empty big boxes now. But it’s 
still a challenge for smaller retailers to fi nd ways to 
connect to their shoppers. 

JM: Cook County property taxes continue to place 
Wheeling’s industrial facilities at a competitive 
disadvantage in relation to nearby Lake County. In 
terms of retail development, Wheeling does not 
have a regional mall and many retailers locate their 
stores in the Core Mall Markets in the Chicago 
Metropolitan Area, where more than 35 percent of all 
retail sales are captured.  E-Commerce is challenging 
traditional brick and mortar stores in select 

categories, but only represents 8.2 percent of 
all retail sales in the United States.   

What development incentives or attraction 
tools do you use?

JM: Wheeling’s primary economic 
development tools include the Class 6b 
property tax incentive and Tax Increment 
Financing. Since 2014, the Village has 
backfi lled over 1 million square feet of 
vacant industrial space utilizing the Class 6b 
incentive. It resorted to a sales tax rebate 
on only one occasion in recent years to fund 
some extraordinary costs related to a major 
redevelopment project. Wheeling operates fi ve 
TIF districts. The Westin Chicago North Shore 
Hotel and Convention Center would not have 
been developed but for the North TIF District 

that provided signifi cant incentives to undertake the extraordinary 
infrastructure requirements. 

JL: Oak Park has one active TIF district that’s proving to be a critical 
tool in our efforts on Madison Street. We’ll be exploring other TIFs 
in the coming years. In addition, we try to be smart and fl exible with 
incentives such as sales tax rebates and grants or loans from the Village, 
including a recently approved Section 108 loan program administered 
by HUD. We take a highly analytical approach to incentives to make 
sure that a project’s anticipated returns—generally in the form of tax 
revenues—justify any expenses, and that any incentives we might offer 
are necessary and can be viewed as investments in the community. 

NG: Brookfi eld’s been using the Cook County “No Cash Bid” program for 
acquiring tax-delinquent properties. It’s an affordable way to assemble 
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underutilized properties and put them back into the market. The TIF Act 
gives us a lot of flexibility to work with developers on commercial and 
residential projects. We’ve also set up a no-interest signage incentive 
program for businesses along Ogden Avenue. We work hard to provide 
fast building permit application reviews and even do a fair amount of 
consultation with less-experienced investors. Our staff will help them 
navigate not only our own building requirements but also some of the 
external requirements—such as the Metropolitan Water Reclamation 
District requirements. 

LM: Skokie offers several substantial rehabilitation assistance programs via 
our TIF districts, as well as Cook County reduced assessment classification 
programs. We launched a village-wide storefront enhancement program 
last year, have issued General Obligation bonds on behalf of certain 
“transformational” projects, and have taken on environmental clean-up on 
properties we own before selling them to developers.  

How has the social media and internet 
landscape changed your community’s 
approach to marketing its assets, as well as 
recruiting, sustaining and expanding  
local business? 

NG: In 2015 we moved to a website with daily 
updates and news posts that attract people’s 
attention. The website and e-newsletters are 
vital for making important announcements 
during emergencies, addressing utility 
questions, traffic re-routing, and the occasional 
movie production. For economic development, 
that means alerting the local Chamber of 
Commerce and other businesses about new 
programs like our signage incentive program, 
storm water summits, developer breakfast, bike 
events, and comprehensive plans. The Village 

uses Facebook mostly for special events, and the return has been big. 

LM: In 2015, we launched a semi-annual digital SkokieBiz economic 
development update for brokers and site selectors. Our ThinkSkokie.com 
initiative, introduced in the 2017 Chicago Cubs Yearbook, invites access 
to a web page with links to pertinent areas of interest, from proximity to 
Chicago and the North Shore, to our arts community, shopping, parks, 
schools and neighborhoods. When internet and local publications include 
Skokie on their “best suburbs to buy a home” or “top places to live” lists, 
we run with those rankings.

JM: Wheeling launched a new website in 2016 with all the latest 
technology. We post a Retail Space Availability Report, Office Space 
Availability Report and Industrial Space Availability Report on the website, 
and new business openings and events on Facebook and LinkedIn. The 
objective is to accelerate business recruitment and promote the “business 

friendly” environment. Businesses and real estate 
professsionals can quickly identify available properties 
that meet their site selection criteria.

JL: Being active and thoughtful on social media 
helps us build and achieve buzz among prospective 
residents, shoppers, visitors, diners in the community, 
even folks who live here. That activity, in turn, builds 
word-of-mouth about Oak Park, a buzz that also 
reaches developers. We find that, as excitement and 
awareness build—when you’re at conferences and 
people say, “Boy, everybody’s talking about what’s 
going on in Oak Park, we need to go look there”—that’s 
how we know we’ve had a successful campaign on 
social media. 

What do you anticipate seeing in the next decade in 
terms of new development in your community? 

JL: We’re expecting interest in building commercial 
and residential density around transit nodes. There 
are simply too many advantages to living and working 
near transit nodes in a congested urban region—less 
time commuting, more options for shopping and 
dining, more social experiences. Since Oak Park 
is almost fully built out, interest from developers 
will likely shift to more of our 1960s, 1970s, 1980s 
building stock that can be upgraded or replaced with 
more land-efficient construction. The development 
community is going to be looking for transit-oriented 
building stock that isn’t as efficient or isn’t as 
modernized as it could be that could benefit from  
an upgrade. 

NG: We’re expecting more young homeowners to 
come into Brookfield, and more diversity, too. We 
recently adopted a new Zoning Modernization 
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ordinance that’s friendly to developers while maintaining the character 
of our community. This will, for example, allow for more density near 
our Metra stations, more biking and more “by right” development. If 
the developer can meet higher quality construction standards baked 
into the new zoning ordinance—especially in terms of quality building 
exteriors and better signage—then they can skip a trip through our 
Planning & Zoning Commission. The Zoning Modernization will give 
us a strategic and tactical advantage as more buildings conform to the 
new set of standards. 

JM: We foresee significant redevelopment of vacant and underutilized 
shopping centers and other commercial properties in Wheeling.  We’ll 
see more mixed-use development in urban areas and transit hubs. 
Once the millennials start to get married, purchase homes and buy 
automobiles, we’ll see more grocery stores, general merchandise stores 
and home improvements stores. Many developers are creating mixed-
use, urban environments in suburban locations like 
the Wheeling Town Center.

LM: Skokie’s potential for expanded life science, 
pharmaceutical, nanotechnology and research 
activities is very high, particularly given the amount 
of existing and planned lab and office space at the 
Illinois Science + Technology Park. This also would 
include an increased academic presence in or 
around the tech park, along with other potential 
institutional and higher-end residential uses within 
downtown Skokie. Given Skokie’s already strong 
retail base, we anticipate more “first-to-market,” 
experiential and destination-type users will be 
replacing several of our downsized or obsolete 
retail locales.  

What advice would you give to communities looking 
to attract development?

NG: Don’t make incentives your first talking 
point—they’re only a small part of the equation. 
Secondly, build and then utilize the entire skill 
set with the Village’s development department: 
financial, planning, marketing, zoning and code 
enforcement. Think holistically. And when you do 
strategic planning for economic development, put 
it in writing. Communities should have a formal, 
published economic development strategy, but 
most don’t.

JM: Developers tend to gravitate toward 
communities with a defined process and a “developer 
friendly” posture. Sign codes, appearance reviews 
and plan commission meetings have become costly 
and burdensome for developers. Time is money, and 
retailers and restaurants that want to open quickly 

will, whenever possible, avoid communities with 
a bureaucratic process. Municipalities should 
examine their approval process to ensure a 
consistent development timeline.

LM: The following are important components 
to any successful local development attraction 
program:  real-time access to information 
on all properties for lease or sale; consistent 
communication to the private marketplace that 
the community is pro-business and willing to 
be open-minded in terms of adaptive reuse 
projects; staff, elected officials, appointed 
leaders and local stakeholders that view 
economic development as critical to the 
community’s viability and stability; incentive 
tools that communicate what public assistance 
can and cannot cover; embracing change 
and anticipating evolving decision points 

throughout the attraction process; and staying focused on the big 
picture while tending to every detail possible to improve the overall 
chance for success.

JL: It’s not enough to have community staff who can process zoning 
variances, issue permits and coordinate development activities. 
Communities should also retain or employ knowledgeable advisors and 
advocates for development. Second, communities should empower 
their development experts to the extent that they can to make 
decisions and recommendations, ideally minimizing the role of local 
politics. When politics raises the level of uncertainty a developer feels 
in the community to an untenable level, developers are apt to look 
toward communities that offer greater certainty of process. 
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“Skokie’s potential for expanded life science, 
pharmaceutical, nanotechnology and 
research activities is very high, particularly 
given the amount of existing and planned lab 
and office space.”

LESLIE G. MURPHY, VILLAGE OF SKOKIE

TRANSIT-ORIENTED DEVELOPMENT

“We’ll see more mixed-use development 
in urban areas and transit hubs. Many 
developers are creating mixed-use, urban 
environments in suburban locations like the 
Wheeling Town Center.”

JOHN C. MELANIPHY, III, VILLAGE OF WHEELING
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underutilized properties and put them back into the market. The TIF Act 
gives us a lot of flexibility to work with developers on commercial and 
residential projects. We’ve also set up a no-interest signage incentive 
program for businesses along Ogden Avenue. We work hard to provide 
fast building permit application reviews and even do a fair amount of 
consultation with less-experienced investors. Our staff will help them 
navigate not only our own building requirements but also some of the 
external requirements—such as the Metropolitan Water Reclamation 
District requirements. 

LM: Skokie offers several substantial rehabilitation assistance programs via 
our TIF districts, as well as Cook County reduced assessment classification 
programs. We launched a village-wide storefront enhancement program 
last year, have issued General Obligation bonds on behalf of certain 
“transformational” projects, and have taken on environmental clean-up on 
properties we own before selling them to developers.  

How has the social media and internet 
landscape changed your community’s 
approach to marketing its assets, as well as 
recruiting, sustaining and expanding  
local business? 

NG: In 2015 we moved to a website with daily 
updates and news posts that attract people’s 
attention. The website and e-newsletters are 
vital for making important announcements 
during emergencies, addressing utility 
questions, traffic re-routing, and the occasional 
movie production. For economic development, 
that means alerting the local Chamber of 
Commerce and other businesses about new 
programs like our signage incentive program, 
storm water summits, developer breakfast, bike 
events, and comprehensive plans. The Village 

uses Facebook mostly for special events, and the return has been big. 

LM: In 2015, we launched a semi-annual digital SkokieBiz economic 
development update for brokers and site selectors. Our ThinkSkokie.com 
initiative, introduced in the 2017 Chicago Cubs Yearbook, invites access 
to a web page with links to pertinent areas of interest, from proximity to 
Chicago and the North Shore, to our arts community, shopping, parks, 
schools and neighborhoods. When internet and local publications include 
Skokie on their “best suburbs to buy a home” or “top places to live” lists, 
we run with those rankings.

JM: Wheeling launched a new website in 2016 with all the latest 
technology. We post a Retail Space Availability Report, Office Space 
Availability Report and Industrial Space Availability Report on the website, 
and new business openings and events on Facebook and LinkedIn. The 
objective is to accelerate business recruitment and promote the “business 

friendly” environment. Businesses and real estate 
professsionals can quickly identify available properties 
that meet their site selection criteria.

JL: Being active and thoughtful on social media 
helps us build and achieve buzz among prospective 
residents, shoppers, visitors, diners in the community, 
even folks who live here. That activity, in turn, builds 
word-of-mouth about Oak Park, a buzz that also 
reaches developers. We find that, as excitement and 
awareness build—when you’re at conferences and 
people say, “Boy, everybody’s talking about what’s 
going on in Oak Park, we need to go look there”—that’s 
how we know we’ve had a successful campaign on 
social media. 

What do you anticipate seeing in the next decade in 
terms of new development in your community? 

JL: We’re expecting interest in building commercial 
and residential density around transit nodes. There 
are simply too many advantages to living and working 
near transit nodes in a congested urban region—less 
time commuting, more options for shopping and 
dining, more social experiences. Since Oak Park 
is almost fully built out, interest from developers 
will likely shift to more of our 1960s, 1970s, 1980s 
building stock that can be upgraded or replaced with 
more land-efficient construction. The development 
community is going to be looking for transit-oriented 
building stock that isn’t as efficient or isn’t as 
modernized as it could be that could benefit from  
an upgrade. 

NG: We’re expecting more young homeowners to 
come into Brookfield, and more diversity, too. We 
recently adopted a new Zoning Modernization 
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ordinance that’s friendly to developers while maintaining the character 
of our community. This will, for example, allow for more density near 
our Metra stations, more biking and more “by right” development. If 
the developer can meet higher quality construction standards baked 
into the new zoning ordinance—especially in terms of quality building 
exteriors and better signage—then they can skip a trip through our 
Planning & Zoning Commission. The Zoning Modernization will give 
us a strategic and tactical advantage as more buildings conform to the 
new set of standards. 

JM: We foresee significant redevelopment of vacant and underutilized 
shopping centers and other commercial properties in Wheeling.  We’ll 
see more mixed-use development in urban areas and transit hubs. 
Once the millennials start to get married, purchase homes and buy 
automobiles, we’ll see more grocery stores, general merchandise stores 
and home improvements stores. Many developers are creating mixed-
use, urban environments in suburban locations like 
the Wheeling Town Center.

LM: Skokie’s potential for expanded life science, 
pharmaceutical, nanotechnology and research 
activities is very high, particularly given the amount 
of existing and planned lab and office space at the 
Illinois Science + Technology Park. This also would 
include an increased academic presence in or 
around the tech park, along with other potential 
institutional and higher-end residential uses within 
downtown Skokie. Given Skokie’s already strong 
retail base, we anticipate more “first-to-market,” 
experiential and destination-type users will be 
replacing several of our downsized or obsolete 
retail locales.  

What advice would you give to communities looking 
to attract development?

NG: Don’t make incentives your first talking 
point—they’re only a small part of the equation. 
Secondly, build and then utilize the entire skill 
set with the Village’s development department: 
financial, planning, marketing, zoning and code 
enforcement. Think holistically. And when you do 
strategic planning for economic development, put 
it in writing. Communities should have a formal, 
published economic development strategy, but 
most don’t.

JM: Developers tend to gravitate toward 
communities with a defined process and a “developer 
friendly” posture. Sign codes, appearance reviews 
and plan commission meetings have become costly 
and burdensome for developers. Time is money, and 
retailers and restaurants that want to open quickly 

will, whenever possible, avoid communities with 
a bureaucratic process. Municipalities should 
examine their approval process to ensure a 
consistent development timeline.

LM: The following are important components 
to any successful local development attraction 
program:  real-time access to information 
on all properties for lease or sale; consistent 
communication to the private marketplace that 
the community is pro-business and willing to 
be open-minded in terms of adaptive reuse 
projects; staff, elected officials, appointed 
leaders and local stakeholders that view 
economic development as critical to the 
community’s viability and stability; incentive 
tools that communicate what public assistance 
can and cannot cover; embracing change 
and anticipating evolving decision points 

throughout the attraction process; and staying focused on the big 
picture while tending to every detail possible to improve the overall 
chance for success.

JL: It’s not enough to have community staff who can process zoning 
variances, issue permits and coordinate development activities. 
Communities should also retain or employ knowledgeable advisors and 
advocates for development. Second, communities should empower 
their development experts to the extent that they can to make 
decisions and recommendations, ideally minimizing the role of local 
politics. When politics raises the level of uncertainty a developer feels 
in the community to an untenable level, developers are apt to look 
toward communities that offer greater certainty of process. 
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