SECTION 1 - INTRODUCTION

Background
Bringing people together to plan for the future of their community is, at its core, a way to reinvigorate
democracy and self-governance. Comprehensive planning can be defined as deciding where you want to
go and how you want to get there. This sounds easy enough; yet planning for economic development,
housing, transportation systems, sewers, water supply, environmental quality, parks, schools, and other
community concerns is obviously complex. The process requires broad participation from the community
and thoughtful deliberation.

The comprehensive plan fosters the kind of development that is necessary to sustain a community. This is
probably the biggest benefit of planning, but there are several other significant benefits. They are listed
below:

Reasons to Develop and Implement
a Local Comprehensive Plan


The comprehensive plan generally includes background information on the essential cultural, demographic,
economic, environmental, historic, physical, and social elements of the community, the community’s vision,
and the collection of goals, polices and strategies that will be used to realize that vision. The comprehensive
plan is a statement of community policy, a guide to decision-making, a framework for more specific planning,
a tool for education and communication, a means of providing a long-range perspective, and a way to
improve quality of life. The comprehensive plan is not a specific plan for a development project, a zoning or
subdivision ordinance, a static document, a capital improvement plan, a city budget, or an operational plan.







Comprehensive planning is as much a process to engage the public in local decisions as it is to create a
document for guiding development. The planning process is fundamentally a way for people with different
perspectives to articulate the sort of community they would like to live in and leave behind. Planning can
also help create a stable, predictable, fair set of policies and rules within which development,
entrepreneurship, and the marketplace can flourish. It is about making the community better.
The City of Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines provide a vision and guide to the community’s
citizens, businesses, and officials as the community grows and develops in the future. This section
describes the context in which the plan has been developed, the process, the relationships to Illinois
planning statutes, and the relationship to previously adopted local plans.

Why Plan?






Provides legal justification for a community’s land use
decisions and development controls
Creates the opportunity for citizens to guide a
community’s future
Helps a community identify issues, stay ahead of trends,
and accommodate change
Offers a process for joint problem-solving and leveraging
resources among jurisdictions
Protects and makes the most of public investments
Helps ensure that growth makes the community better,
not just bigger
Fosters sustainable economic development
Helps a community maintain its resource base and other
“natural capital”
Protects property rights and property values
Provides an opportunity to consider future impacts of
today’s decisions

History and Context
A Brief History of Elgin

The Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines is a kind of business plan for the community. It
includes an analysis of demographic data and other information on current conditions and trends affecting
things important to the identity and livability of the community. The plan identifies a clear and compelling
vision for the community’s future, comprehensive goals, and specific policies, strategies and action steps for
implementing the strategies and meeting the vision and goals.
Decision-makers should use the plan to guide their evaluation of development proposals. The plan can and
should guide the consideration of development controls, such as zoning and subdivision regulations, and
various incentive programs. It can also inform decision-makers on where they might best invest in
infrastructure and transportation improvements.
The plan also serves an educational function by making citizens more aware of their community, how it is
structured, how it is changing, what its major assets and problems are, and what needs to be done to
enhance those assets and to remedy those problems. It is a statement of community intentions, setting forth
major policies concerning desirable growth, character, revitalization and future development.
Developing a comprehensive plan that expresses community values and sets clear policies for development
is a good community investment. The comprehensive plan allows the community to set priorities for
investing resources, establish policies to guide day-to-day actions, and develop publicly-supported
guidelines for decision-making.

In 1835, Hezekiah and James Gifford staked claims along the east bank of the Fox River. They named the
new settlement “Elgin.” Soon the Giffords were joined by members of the Kimballs and other pioneering
families, and the settlement began to grow.
The original town plat was recorded by James Gifford in 1842. The town benefited from the development of
a major east-west stage coach and postal route between Chicago and Galena. By 1854, the population of
Elgin approached 2000. The citizens voted to incorporate and on February 28, 1854, the Governor signed
legislation chartering the City of Elgin.
The coming of the railroad in 1850 spurred growth and development in the community. Elgin became a
dairy center for the region. Elgin shipped train cars of milk to Chicago, and in the 1860’s Gail Borden
opened a condensed milk plant. Several other creameries and butter manufacturers joined Borden’s Elgin
Milk Condensing Company.
In addition to the dairy industry, the coming of the Elgin National Watch Company had a major effect on the
growth of the city in the late 19th century. The company founded its operations in Elgin in 1866 and
produced its first watch in 1867. The company was the largest producer of watches in America and became
the largest watch factory in the world. From the 1860’s to the 1890’s, the growth of employment in the watch
factory more than doubled as did the population of Elgin. By 1890, Elgin’s population had grown to 17,823
residents.
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By the early 20th century, Elgin was a prosperous community with a wide variety of businesses and industry.
This prosperity was reflected in the many fine homes and neighborhoods built during these years, and in the
rapid expansion of Elgin on both sides of the Fox River. In addition, downtown Elgin was the retail and
entertainment draw for miles around.
During the late 1960’s through the early 1980’s, manufacturing and retail trends had a heavy impact on
Elgin. The Elgin National Watch Factory closed its operations and the factory was razed in 1966. Shopping
centers and enclosed malls lured customers away from downtown Elgin. A frequently heard comment was,
“Last one out, turn out the lights.” Elgin reacted with a concerted effort to diversify its industrial base. The
employment opportunities created through that ongoing effort, combined with its location, heritage and a
strong community identity have enabled Elgin to recover.
Today, Elgin ranks as the 8th largest city overall in Illinois. The City enjoys a revitalized downtown and
improved riverfront, historic homes and neighborhoods, prospering business parks, and growth opportunity.
Elgin is truly a community with … “a rich heritage and a prosperous future.”

A History of Planning in Elgin
Elgin has enjoyed a long history of planning. The Plan of Elgin was prepared for the Elgin Commercial Club
by E. H. Bennett in 1917. The aim of the plan was to, “create conditions of living such that the maximum of
health, happiness and efficiency may be obtained by the citizens; to create in the minds of the people that
sense of the entity of a city, and of the interdependent relationship of its various elements as will promote a
true spirit of cooperation.”
The Plan of Elgin introduced the idea of dividing the community into districts to control the location and mix
of various types of land uses. The City of Elgin accomplished this with the adoption of the first zoning
ordinance in 1928. The 1917 Plan also addressed many of the same aesthetic and urban design issues
with which we concern ourselves today. The plan recommended a system of boulevard streets, most of
which exist in name only today. The plan also recommended the burying of unsightly overhead power lines,
the removal of billboard signs, and the installation of decorative street lights throughout the city.
In 1959, the Comprehensive City Plan was prepared for Elgin under the guidance of Carl L. Gardner and
Associates. The 1959 plan was the first to place some geographic limits to neighborhoods, and to address
Elgin’s downtown area. Each neighborhood area was sized to support at least one elementary school and
one park. Standards were established for residential density, and the reservation of additional land for
complementary uses including schools, parks, churches, shopping and employment areas, and the street
system. The 1959 Plan addressed a number of concerns specific to the downtown area, including traffic
and parking. The plan also called for the development of a new civic campus and called for its location at its
present site.
For most of the last twenty years, the community has been guided by the 1983 Comprehensive Plan. The
plan was prepared by the Elgin Planning Department and the Elgin Planning Committee. The 1983
Comprehensive Plan was the first plan to begin to address what today is Elgin’s primary growth opportunity
– the unincorporated areas west of Randall Road. The planning area extended west to Coombs Road. The
1983 Plan focused attention on the city’s older neighborhoods. It provided the support for targeted
rehabilitation programs, and for the preservation of the community’s historic neighborhoods and landmarks.
Since 1983, Elgin has focused its land use planning efforts on special areas within the existing corporate
limits, and in future growth areas. These “special area plans” have included the Elgin Central Business
District Plan (1984), Dundee Avenue Business District Plan – Phase I (1986), Northwest Area Plan (1990),
Elgin Center City Master Plan (1991), Far West Area Plan (1996), Far West Planning Area Development
and Design Guidelines (2000), and Riverfront/Center City Master Plan (2000).

The 1983 Comprehensive Plan and the special area plans have served the community well. However, over
time it has become clear that Elgin must revisit its planning efforts on a comprehensive, community-wide
basis. This document, the City of Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines builds upon the
aspirations of the community and its elected officials. It will serve as a guide to Elgin’s continued
revitalization, growth and development over the next twenty years.

Geographic Context
The City of Elgin, Illinois is located approximately 38 miles northwest of Chicago, along Interstate 90. Its
regional location in the greater Chicago metropolitan area is shown on Figure 1.1, Map of Northeastern
Illinois. Elgin originally developed as an independent exurban city, separated from Chicago by agricultural
lands. Over time, the westerly movement of suburban growth and development has reached Elgin. Today,
Elgin might be considered an “edge city.”
Centered on the banks of the Fox River, Elgin is a neighbor to Bartlett, Burlington, East Dundee, West
Dundee, Gilberts, Hampshire, Hoffman Estates, Huntley, Pingree Grove, Sleepy Hollow, South Elgin, and
Streamwood. The unincorporated areas lying in Elgin’s westerly growth area are located in Elgin, Campton,
Plato, and Rutland Townships in Kane County. Elgin’s location with respect to its neighboring communities
in the northern Fox River valley is shown on Figure 1.2, Fox River Valley Communities.

The Elgin Planning Area
Why identify a planning area? The planning area represents the community’s vision of where it wants to
grow. The growth management and land use goals and policies embodied in the plan represent the
community’s vision as to how it wants to grow within this geographic area. Establishing a planning area also
sets the stage for dialogue with neighboring jurisdictions which have planning areas overlapping with that of
Elgin.
The Elgin Planning Area contains approximately 75 square miles. The area includes the existing corporate
limits, unincorporated lands between Elgin and our neighboring communities, and the westerly growth area
into unincorporated Kane County. The planning area boundary which defines Elgin’s westerly growth limits
is defined by planned service area boundaries for municipal sewer and water systems, and by negotiated
jurisdictional boundaries with neighboring communities.
The growth management strategies for Elgin’s planning area are generally consistent with those described
in the Kane County 2020 Land Resource Management Plan and in the proposed 2030 update to the Kane
County plan. The geographic limits of the Elgin Planning Area are shown on Figure 1.3, Elgin Planning
Area.

The Planning Process
There are many issues which can influence the decision to rewrite or update a comprehensive plan. Does
the current plan reflect the community’s vision for the future? Has there been a major change or a subtle
accumulation of small changes in the community that warrant the decision to plan? Have there been
changes in federal or state law, governmental programs, or regulation that should be addressed in a new or
updated plan? What is the age of the current plan?
The answers to all of these questions pointed community leaders to the decision to rewrite the current
comprehensive plan. Community leaders understood the importance of increasing Elgin’s status as a strong
“regional city” within the greater Chicago metropolitan area. Changing demographics, growth and
development pressures, neighborhood empowerment, downtown revitalization, and environmental concerns
prompted the need to plan. New state planning legislation prompted a desire to draft a more current plan.
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Finally, the current plan was almost 20 years old. It was clear that the plan no longer reflected
contemporary thought with regard to managing revitalization, growth and development; and to enhancing the
quality of life in Elgin.

Getting Started
The first step was to initiate the process. As a part of the Year 2000 budget, the City Council recognized the
need for a new comprehensive plan and funded consultant services to assist in the effort. The City Council
directed that this new plan address all the elements typically found in a comprehensive plan, and that it
reflect the community’s growing interest in design controls and neighborhood planning.
In July 2000, the City Council entered into a contract with a consultant team and appointed a
Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee to engage the community in developing a new comprehensive
plan and design guidelines for Elgin. The consultant team included land planners, real estate market
analysts, architects and landscape architects. The Advisory Committee included representatives from Elgin
boards and commissions that routinely involve themselves in development matters, members from the
community-at-large, and the Community Development Manager.

Assessing the Community

Drafting the Plan and Strategies
The fourth step in the process involved the drafting and adoption of the Comprehensive Plan and Design
Guidelines. A public review draft was completed in November, 2004. The Planning and Development
Commission conducted public hearing to take comment on the plan on November 15th and December 6th,
2004. The City Council considered the recommendations of the Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee
and the Planning and Development Commission, and adopted the Comprehensive Plan and Design
Guidelines on February 9th, 2005 (Ordinance No. G18-05).

Implementing and Monitoring the Plan
The fifth step is the continuous process of implementing and monitoring the plan. This step is ongoing and
will involve community engagement; consideration of new or changed regulations, and policies;
implementation of policies through administrative actions and programs; and periodic review of the
Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines.

Relationship to Illinois Statutes and Adopted Plans
Illinois Statutes

The second step involved an assessment of community needs and opportunities. The process began with
an issues workshop with the Comprehensive Plan Advisory Committee, key person interviews, a
neighborhood workshop series, and an issues workshop involving other planners from Kane County. The
insights shared by the participants in these various seminars and meetings, along with information obtained
from numerous documents and sources were summarized in Interim Paper 1: Community Outreach and
Inventory.
Interim Paper 2: Planning Conditions and Influences Synthesis Report presented a summary of findings
concerning current conditions as derived from physical, economic, sociological, and demographic analyses.
These findings were combined with community input regarding needs, opportunities and issues to be
addressed in the new comprehensive plan.

Developing the Plan Framework
The third step was to develop a framework for the plan. The consultant team and the Advisory Committee
began to craft goals and objectives, and consider land use and growth management alternatives to address
the issues and opportunities identified in the initial steps of the process. The group focused their attention
on identifying a set of tools, techniques, programs and resources that could realistically be used by the
community to manage and coordinate revitalization, new growth and development; to protect and enhance
established neighborhoods; and to meet community aspirations in general.
Interim Paper 3: Subarea Plans introduced more detailed planning and design recommendations for several
select locations within the City, and began to address community design guidelines. The locations studied
included several of the entry corridors leading into the downtown area, and the new growth area west of the
City.
Interim Paper 4: Framework Plan set forth the basic rationale for the location and organization of land uses
in the existing City and in its future growth areas. The Framework Plan included draft goals and objectives,
land use and growth management strategies, and the subarea plans. Community input on this final interim
paper and the preceding documents has helped to guide the development of the Comprehensive Plan and
Design Guidelines.

This document, the City of Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines, has been adopted in
accordance with Division 12 of Article 11 of the Illinois Municipal Code. Section 11-12-5 of the Illinois
Municipal Code, in part, authorizes a planning commission or planning department:
1. To prepare and recommend to the corporate authorities a comprehensive plan for the present and future
development or redevelopment of the municipality.
2. To recommend changes, from time to time, in the official comprehensive plan.
3. To prepare and recommend to the corporate authorities, from time to time, plans for specific
improvements in pursuance of the official comprehensive plan.
4. To give aid to the municipal officials charged with the direction of projects for improvements embraced
within the official plan, to further the making of these projects, and generally, to promote the realization
of the official comprehensive plan.
Section 11-12-6 of the Illinois Municipal Code describes the effect of an official comprehensive plan. A
comprehensive plan shall be effective in the municipality and contiguous areas only after its formal adoption
by the corporate authorities. It shall be advisory and in and of itself shall not be construed to regulate or
control the use of private property in any way, except to such part thereof as has been implemented by
ordinances duly enacted by the corporate authorities. The corporate authorities may designate by ordinance
an official map, which may consist of the whole area included within the official comprehensive plan or one
or more separate geographical or functional parts, and may include all or any part of the contiguous
unincorporated area within one and one-half miles from the corporate limits of the municipality.
This document, the City of Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines, is inclusive of all elements
required under 20 ILCS 662 of the Illinois Compiled Statutes Executive Branch, which may be cited as the
Local Planning Technical Assistance Act. The Act provides that technical assistance grants may be used to
write or revise a local comprehensive plan if each of the following elements is addressed:
1. Issues and Opportunities. The purpose of this element is to state the vision of the community, identify
the major trends and forces affecting the local government and its citizens, set goals and standards, and
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serve as a series of guiding principles and priorities to implement the vision. Section 2, Community
Vision, of the Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines addresses the Issues and Opportunities
element.
2. Land Use and Natural Resources. The purpose of this element is to translate the vision statement into
physical terms; provide a general pattern for the location, distribution, and characteristics of future land
uses over a 20-year period; and serve as the element of the comprehensive plan upon which all other
elements are based. Section 3, Community Form, Section 9, Parks, Open Space and Natural
Resources, and Section 10, Community Resource Conservation, of the Comprehensive Plan and
Design Guidelines address the Land Use and Natural Resources element.
3. Transportation. The purpose of this element is to consider all relevant modes of transportation;
accommodate special needs; establish the framework for the acquisition, preservation, and protection of
existing and future rights-of-way. Section 5, Transportation Plan, of the Comprehensive Plan and
Design Guidelines addresses the Transportation element.
4. Community Facilities (schools, parks, public safety, water, and sanitary sewer). The purpose of this
element is to provide community facilities; establish levels of service; ensure that facilities are provided
as needed; and coordinate with other units of government that provide the needed facilities. Section 8,
Community Facilities and Services, of the Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines addresses the
Community Facilities element.

Section 1, Introduction, and Section 12, Plan Implementation, of the Comprehensive Plan and Design
Guidelines address the Public Participation element.
10. The City of Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines also includes elements supporting
community design, historic preservation, the development of neighborhood and subarea plans, and the
cost of development. These additional elements are addressed in Section 4, Community Form and in
Volume 2, Design Guidelines.

Effect on Adopted Plans
The City of Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines supports and/or amends the following recently
adopted plans:
•
•
•
•

Riverfront/Center City Master Plan (2000) – adopted as a Neighborhood Plan.
Parks and Recreation Master Plan (2000)
Sanitary Sewer Master Plan (2000)
Water Master Plan (2000)

The City of Elgin Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines replaces the Comprehensive Plan (1983), as
amended, including the Far West Area Plan (1996) and the Far West Planning Area Development and
Design Guidelines (2000).

5. Telecommunications Infrastructure. The purpose of this element is to coordinate telecommunications
initiatives; assess short-term and long-term needs; especially regarding economic development;
determine the existing telecommunications services of telecommunications providers; encourage
investment in the most advanced technologies; and establish a framework for providing reasonable
access to public rights-of-way. Section 8, Community Facilities and Services, of the Comprehensive
Plan and Design Guidelines addresses the Telecommunications Infrastructure element.

Ongoing Planning Process

6. Housing. The purpose of this element is to document the present and future needs for housing,
including affordable housing and special needs housing; take into account the housing needs of a larger
region; identify barriers to the production of housing, including affordable housing; access the condition
of the local housing stock; and develop strategies, programs, and other actions to address the needs for
a range of housing options. Section 6, Housing, of the Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines
addresses the Housing element.

•
•
•
•
•

The ongoing planning process includes a call for the preparation or update of the specific plans and
strategies listed below. The Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines includes guidance that pertains to
these subjects. The respective individual plans and strategies will provide additional details.

•
7. Economic Development. The purpose of this element is to coordinate local economic development
initiatives with those of the State; ensure that adequate economic development opportunities are
available; identify the strategic competitive advantages of the community and the surrounding region;
assess the community’s strengths and weaknesses with respect to attracting and retaining business and
industry; and define the municipality’s and county’s role. Section 7, Economic and Business
Development, of the Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines addresses the Economic Development
element.
8. Natural Resources. The purpose of this element is to identify and define the natural resources in the
community with respect to water, land, flora, and fauna; identify the land and water areas in relation to
these resources; and identify mitigation efforts that are needed to protect these resources. Section 3,
Community Form, Section 9, Parks, Open Space and Natural Resources, and Section 10, Community
Resource Conservation, of the Comprehensive Plan and Design Guidelines addresses the Natural
Resources element.
9. Public Participation. This element must include a process for engaging the community in outreach; the
development of a sense of community; a consensus building process; and a public education strategy.

•
•

•
•

•

Riverfront/Center City Master Plan (2000) – Update.
Parks and Recreation Master Plan (2000) – Update.
Sanitary Sewer Master Plan (2000) – Update.
Water Master Plan (2000) – Update.
Transportation Master Plan – Will define objectives, policies and actions for the transportation system,
including streets, transit, bicycles, and pedestrians.
Economic Development Strategy – Will define objectives, policies, and strategies for the economic
growth, development, and preservation of the community.
Telecommunications Plan – Will define objectives, policies, and strategies to ensure community-wide
access to telecommunications infrastructure.
Watershed Protection Plans – Will define objectives, policies, and strategies to protect and enhance
water quality, habitat and natural resource areas, and quality of life in the Otter-Fitchee Creek, Poplar
Creek, and Tyler Creek watersheds.
Preservation Plan – Will define objectives, policies, and strategies to identify, preserve and protect
historic and/or architecturally significant sites, structures and areas within the Elgin Planning Area.
Neighborhood, Corridor and Special Area Plans – Will define objectives, policies, and strategies to
protect and enhance the social and economic vitality, the character, and the quality of life in Elgin
neighborhoods.
Community Resource Conservation/Environment Plan – Will define objectives, policies, and strategies to
promote an environmentally friendly, green community. The plan might cover a broad spectrum of
topics including open space, natural resources, water conservation and quality, air quality, biodiversity,
energy conservation, waste management and recycling, green development practices, parks and
recreation, trails, and the urban forest.
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