Panel Says Industrial Area Is Still Vibrant 
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Responding to concerns that the Peterson Pulaski Industrial Corridor is struggling, a panel of industrial and commercial development experts has concluded that the corridor is as vibrant as ever and will continue to be a desirable place for companies for years to come.

The Technical Assistance Panel was made up of members of the Urban Land Institute Chicago and the Campaign for Sensible Growth.

“This is one of the most desirable submarket locations,” said Vern Schultz, of Colliers, Bennett and Kahnweiler, an industrial development company.  It has location, location, location.  It’s close to highways, good diverse housing, skilled labor, a secure area and public transportation.”

The panel was formed by Alderman Margaret Laurino, the Peterson Pulaski Business and Industrial Council and the city Department of Planning to study concerns that the corridor is struggling to retain and attract industrial and commercial development.

The concerns stemmed from a feeling among council members that buildings in the corridor are obsolete and unconnected to modern technologies.  The corridor has lost more than 2,000 employees in the past 5 years, and its companies are employing fewer workers.  There also were concerns that five properties in the corridor have been vacant for a long period of time and that property owners have been pressured by developers to consider zoning changes for retail, big box and residential developments.

In its report, the panel said that the corridor, which is bounded by Pulaski Road, Devon Avenue, Bryn Mawr Avenue and Rogers Avenue and which home to 22 companies, has had only a 5 percent vacancy rate over the last 2 years.  The five buildings that were thought to be vacant are actually being used and will be used in a greater capacity in the future by the current tenant companies, according to Schultz.  The panel is confident that even if the current occupiers of the underutilized buildings leave, other businesses would move in.

“If all those buildings were available today, I’d have them filled within a year,” Schultz said.  “There’s so much demand for this area.”

The panel also said that the exising buildings are advantageous to the area.  “The buildings are already there,” said Rob Hoffman from World Business Chicago.  “Companies trying to relocate in Chicago want to do it quick and don’t want to take the time to build a facility.”

The panel also noted that expectations of the type of companies the area will attract should change.  Labor-intensive factories are a thing of the past because computer and robotic technology is allowing companies to produce much more with fewer workers.  “you’ll see a lot more smaller and specialty companies coming in,” Hoffman said.

The panel did recommend that the corridor obtain access to high-speed internet technology, improve the turn radius for trucks as Victoria Street and Pulaski Road, and improve the corridor’s visibility and image with better landscaping and signs.

Funding for some of the improvements could be paid from the Pulaski/Peterson Tax Increment Financing District.  Laurino said that business owners have had problems getting SBC and ComEd to upgrade the infrastructure in the area and that she is working with the companies to try to address the concerns.

The Panel also recommended that the triangular-shaped industrial area north of Peterson and west of Pulaski be considered for mixed-use redevelopment.  Because that area already has a mix of uses and still is viable, the panel suggested that a major redevelopment plan would not be needed for a while.

The panel urged the community not to make the corridor a planned manufacturing district, which would protect it from developers uses.  The panel thought that doing so is unnecessary and that it could hinder efforts to redevelop the area in 15 to 20 years if so desired.

Laurino said she is happy with the panel’s findings and that she will use the results to fend off developers who want her to rezone the land.

“I came to the panel as if the sky was falling, but now I have a little more confidence,” Laurino said.  She said that as long as she is the alderman for the area, the corridor will remain for industrial use. 

