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Executive summary 
The success of regional transit is heavily dependent on the land use and development context 
in which the system operates. The enabling legislation for the Plan of Action for Regional Transit 
recognizes this connection, highlighting the need for recommendations on how the regional 
transit system can “[support] and [foster] efficient land use.” 

Northeastern Illinois benefits from many examples of transit-supportive land use and 
development, from the urban core of Chicago’s Loop to downtowns and main streets 
throughout the region. However, there are significant opportunities to better align land use and 
development practices with the success of regional transit services. To support those efforts, 
the state and local governments should consider the following recommendations: 

• Leverage public assets and investments. Specific strategies could include pursuing 
transit-oriented redevelopment of publicly owned surface parking lots, aligning existing 
incentive programs with transit-supportive land use priorities, and strengthening the 
link between transit-supportive land use and investments in transit service. 

• Support private sector shifts in travel behavior. Specific strategies could include 
developing a comprehensive framework of transportation demand management 
requirements and incentives, leveraging development impact fees to support transit, 
streamlining processes for transit-supportive developments, and considering the land 
use and development impacts of potential new revenue sources for transit. 

While pursuing these strategies in the short and medium term, the state and region should also 
consider longer-term shifts that could continue to better align the decision environment for 
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land use, development, and travel behavior, such as the role that transit could play in regional 
development.  

The challenge: Regional land use and development 
practices could be better aligned with the success 
and viability of transit services 
One of the most important factors contributing to the success (or failure) of a transit network is 
the land use and development in which the system operates. As noted in ON TO 2050, the 
region’s long-range plan, “the region cannot meet its transit ridership goals without supportive 
development near bus and rail.” This financial sustainability matters, because a stronger transit 
system can continue to provide and expand the kinds of services upon which regional residents 
and communities rely every day. The enabling legislation for the Plan of Action for Regional 
Transit also recognizes this connection, highlighting the need for recommendations on how the 
regional transit system can “[support] and [foster] efficient land use.” 

For transit to be a viable option, riders need to be able to connect to the system from both 
their origin (such as a home) and their destination (such as a job, a school, or a store). To 
support these connections, many communities have pursued a model known as transit-
oriented development (TOD).  

In a TOD model, train stations and bus stops should be surrounded by a concentration of both 
housing (potential transit users) and office, retail, or other land uses (potential destinations for 
transit users). In addition to supporting transit, TOD can lower household transportation costs, 
improve access to economic opportunities, increase revenues for local infrastructure and 
services, and enhance quality of life for residents. Northeastern Illinois is fortunate to have 
many examples of this type of development, ranging from the urban core of Chicago to older 
downtowns and main streets throughout the region.  

However, these transit-supportive land use patterns are not uniform throughout northeastern 
Illinois. Until recently, market demand favored — and many local governments prioritized — 
other development patterns over these traditional forms, leading to lower density, greater 
dependence on cars, and an overabundance of parking. From 2000 to 2015, roughly three 
quarters of all residential and non-residential development occurred in areas with partial to 
limited transit availability.1 Because of these patterns, from 2000 to 2015, the region expanded 
its developed footprint by nearly 12 percent, an area equal in size to the city of Chicago. While 
some evidence shows a further uptick in TOD since 2015, the region can take steps to 
accelerate these trends and better leverage the benefits for transit’s financial sustainability. 
Shifting the path of least resistance for developers away from low density and car-dependent 
development and toward TOD will be key to accelerating these trends. 
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People are more likely to use transit if it is close to their frequent starting and ending locations. 
Today, 47 percent of residences and 45 percent of jobs in the region are in areas with partial or 
no access to bus or rail transit.a Residents who want to travel to or from either of those parts of 
the region have limited choices: travel by car or find another place to live or work. In these 
communities and neighborhoods, it is harder for transit to succeed, because with fewer riders 
and destinations nearby, it is more expensive (and less financially viable) to provide robust 
transit service.  

The COVID-19 pandemic hastened the introduction of another option for many regional 
residents with significant implications for the regional transit system: telework, also known as 
remote work. It is important to note that for many regional residents, remote work has not 
been and will not be an option – CMAP research has found that roughly 60 percent of regional 
jobs require in-person work most of the time. However, for the significant minority of regional 
residents who can take advantage of remote work options, it has led to a significant shift in 
travel behavior. CMAP modeling estimates that across the region’s workforce, about 20 percent 
of all workdays could be spent at home in the post-COVID-19 era.2  

The growth of remote work has important implications for transit ridership. Most notably, it 
reduces the number of trips taken in transit’s most competitive market – the downtown rush 
hour commute. Those residents – many of whom might still take transit two or three days a 
week – now have some days of the week when their trips are based around their home instead 
of an office or worksite.3 But unlike the downtown commute, those trips often do not have 
convenient or reliable transit options available, or other non-car alternatives like walking or 
biking. This relates to the development patterns discussed above, which reinforces an 
important conclusion: Current land use patterns are not aligned to support transit as a choice 
for many of these modern demands.  

There are numerous barriers to a more widespread adoption of transit-supportive land use 
practices in the region. These include: 

• Regulatory and policy limitations (e.g., density limits, parking minimums, financing 
restrictions) that discourage or prohibit transit-supportive development decisions. ON 
TO 2050 notes that there are significant opportunities to “update plans, zoning codes, 
and development regulations to require greater densities and mixed uses near rail 
stations and along high-priority bus corridors with a preference toward employment 
rich land uses.” 

• A lack of alignment of existing programs toward TOD. The public sector provides 
incentives and financial support for some development projects but has not always 
prioritized the use of public funds or assets toward transit-supportive development. This 

 
a CMAP measures transit access levels using an index that combines measures of walkability, transit connectivity, 
transit frequency, and transit proximity. Possible scores range from 1 (low) to 5 (high). The cited statistics refer to 
areas of the region with a transit accessibility score of 3 (moderate) or below. For more information, see: 
https://www.cmap.illinois.gov/documents/10180/905585/FINAL+Indicators+Appendix.pdf/ae234d88-74c0-7a94-
f70d-ea350c999810. 

https://www.cmap.illinois.gov/documents/10180/905585/FINAL+Indicators+Appendix.pdf/ae234d88-74c0-7a94-f70d-ea350c999810
https://www.cmap.illinois.gov/documents/10180/905585/FINAL+Indicators+Appendix.pdf/ae234d88-74c0-7a94-f70d-ea350c999810
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is contrary to the public's growing interest in dense walkable development as the 
region’s population ages and younger buyers show preference for these types of places.  

• An oversupply of parking in proximity to transit. Even before the growth in remote work, 
many regional transit stations had significant amounts of unused or underused parking 
nearby, which reduces the number of potential riders and destinations within walking 
distance of transit. However, these parking facilities also represent significant 
opportunities for additional development (residential and/or commercial), as discussed 
below.  

• The full costs of private sector decision-making. Employers’ location decisions also factor 
heavily into transit’s competitiveness as a reliable mode. For example, the rise of e-
commerce and the changing demand for industrial and flex spaces have created further 
separation of jobs from transit. Trends towards space with higher ceilings, more 
mezzanine floors, and additional truck bays to accommodate modern distribution are 
fueling demand for new warehouses in rural or urban edge communities — often with 
limited commute options and missing last-mile connections. Adjusting transit to serve 
these new employment centers can be a costly strain on the system with limited benefit 
and may require private subsidization to be financially sustainable. Better alignment 
between businesses’ location choices and transit planning can improve the ability of 
workers to choose non-car commutes, particularly for lower-wage workers.  

Both the State of Illinois and communities throughout the region will have a role to play in 
overcoming these challenges and fostering more transit-supportive land use. The following 
section reviews recent and ongoing efforts to that end. 

Regional context: Many communities have shown 
that a transit-supportive approach is possible 
Across the region, municipalities are making changes to promote more transit-supportive land 

use and development decisions. A non-exhaustive list of recent examples includes: 

• The Village of University Park recently adopted a TOD Plan that proposes development 
on 77 acres of vacant parcels east of its station on the Metra Electric line. Their market 
analysis indicates that the development could support 200 multifamily units and 10,000 
square feet of free-standing retail in the initial phase, as well as additional single-family 
homes and commercial space in future phases.4 

• Over the past decade, numerous TOD projects have occurred along Metra lines 
throughout the region, including examples like Plaza Circle in Mundelein, Lincoln Station 
in New Lenox, Ninety 7 Fifty in Orland Park, and ONE in Wheeling.  

• The City of Chicago adopted the Connected Communities Ordinance,5 which builds on 

prior transit-oriented development ordinances and changes some aspects of zoning 

around CTA and Metra rail stations and most bus routes. The ordinance increased the 

number of parcels eligible for bulk and density incentives as well as parking reductions 
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by nearly 1,200 percent, with a particular focus on projects that provide affordable 

housing. The Connected Communities Ordinance was paired with supportive funding to 

develop pilot TOD projects that exemplify how these developments can respond to local 

context and community feedback. 

• Through the City of Chicago’s eTODb Pilot Program, the McKinley Park Development 
Council received funding to pursue the transit-supportive vision laid out in its 
neighborhood plan6 (adopted in January 2021, with support from CMAP’s Local 
Technical Assistance program). The neighborhood plan identifies large surface lots for 
redevelopment adjacent to the Ashland and 35th/Archer Orange Line Stations.  

• County governments have also taken an interest in transit-supportive land use practices. 
For example, in its Rosemont Transit Center Study, the Cook County Department of 
Transportation and Highways is evaluating how to convert an 11-acre, county-owned 
surface parking lot and Pace bus transfer terminal directly adjacent to the CTA Blue Line 
Station into a mixed-use development with commercial and office uses.7 The Rosemont 
Transit Center represents the type of projects that can enable sustainable development 
and contribute substantial economic benefits to the municipality, agencies, and region. 

While individual governments and private developers have taken important steps to promote 
more transit-supportive land use practices, there are still significant opportunities for more 
progress at the regional scale. Below, this memo outlines a series of short- and medium-term 
recommendations that could promote more widespread adoption of transit-supportive land 
use and development practices, including by both public and private sector actors. The memo 
concludes with an overview of additional topics that could be considered in ongoing local and 
regional planning efforts. 

Recommendation: Leverage public assets and 
investments to foster transit-supportive land use 
Through their role in planning for and regulating local development, local governments support 
small but significant pieces of regional markets for different development types. These 
cumulative local decisions create the region’s communities and economic centers with broad 
impacts on infrastructure needs, commute patterns, and transit ridership. Local governments 
have access to many existing policies, regulations, and funding programs to advance transit-
supportive development. But many find it challenging to play their pivotal role in planning for 
TOD due to both financial and political issues. The following recommendations examine how 
these existing tools can be better leveraged to work toward a more financially sustainable 
transit system. 

 
b “eTOD” refers to equitable transit-oriented development — a practice which intentionally and inclusively centers 
the needs of low-income communities and residents of color in planning and implementing TOD. 
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Pursue transit-oriented redevelopment of publicly 
owned surface parking lots and vacant parcels 
Although the private sector is responsible for most development in northeastern Illinois, the 
public sector also has a significant role to play. Among other responsibilities, many regional 
municipalities and transit providers own and/or operate parking lots next to transit stations. 
The most common example of these are parking lots next to Metra stations, but there are also 
significant amounts of parking near both CTA and Pace bus and rail facilities. Many of these 
parking lots hold great potential for redevelopment into a combination of housing, retail, and 
office space – all of which would help to rebuild the ridership base for regional transit. 

Historically, parking lots next to transit accommodated a “park and ride” model of transit usage. 
Riders would drive to a station before taking transit to and from their destination, most often 
for a weekday rush hour commute.  

The “park and ride” model provides an option for transit users who do not have another way to 
get to and from a transit station. However, the growth in remote work prompted by COVID-19 
has highlighted some of the limitations of this approach. As riders adjust to new travel patterns, 
some riders who previously used transit five days a week might now only rely on it two or three 
days a week. Unless that decline is offset by an increase in nearby residents and/or 
destinations, transit ridership will likely remain depressed. And the (now emptier) parking lots 
will not generate that demand on their own. 

Data on Metra parking lots provide an instructive example of the challenges this model was 
facing even before the pandemic.8 As shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2 below, since the early 
2000s, average daily use of parking lots has fallen even while the number of parking spots 
available has grown. This amounted to more than 27,000 unused spaces on a typical weekday 
in 2019. Almost every line on the system saw reduced parking occupancy rates over the last 
two decades. Some lines saw especially sharp declines, such as the Southwest Service (44 
percentage points) and the Metra Electric (33 percentage points). While regional statistics on 
parking lot usage after 2019 are not yet available, given the shift to remote work and the 
reduction in peak period transit ridership, it is very likely that usage has since further declined. 
Metra plans to reevaluate its station parking inventory as part of its larger regional rail 
planning. 
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Figure 1. Average daily Metra parking use peaked in 2009, but overall parking lot capacity has 
continued to grow. 

 

Figure 2. Parking usage rates have fallen on most lines over the last two decades. 

Line Parking usage change, 
1999-2019 

Parking usage change, 
2008-2019 

BNSF  -10%  -10%  

Electric -33%  -21%  

Heritage Corridor 9%  -16%  

Milwaukee District North -20%  -16%  

Milwaukee District West  -4%  -4%  

North Central Service  -22%  -12%  

Rock Island -25%  -17%  

NICTD South Shorec -22%  19%  

SouthWest Service -44%  -9%  

Union Pacific North -5%  -9%  

Union Pacific Northwest  -21%  -20%  

Union Pacific West -9%  -7% 
Source: HNTB analysis of RTAMS Metra Parking Counts at Stations 

The challenges facing these “park and ride” lots also present the region with significant 
opportunities to rebuild a ridership base for transit. In many cases, these parking lots offer 
important opportunities for redevelopment on publicly owned lands, whether the lot is owned 

 
c Figures only include South Shore Line stations in the RTA region and do not include stations in northwest Indiana. 
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by a transit service providerd or (more commonly) by a local municipality. While some parking 
lots remain heavily used, both as transit assets and as parking for other nearby destinations, 
many now provide significantly more capacity than demand warrants. Similar opportunities 
may exist to redevelop other key sites with suboptimal uses along Pace Pulse corridors and 
CTA’s bus and rail network. 

Many municipalities have developed local downtown and transit-oriented development (TOD) 
plans, including those supported by long-standing CMAP and RTA planning grant programs.9 
Communities can seek to collaborate with transit providers and developers to deliver TOD 
projects on public or privately own lots near stations — by identifying potential sites for 
redevelopment and determining their alternative uses, establishing land use policies and 
partnerships, and/or providing incentives that advance these goals. Public ownership of these 
sites could help to limit costs related to land acquisition and assemblagee while offering greater 
local control over the eventual planning and design. While some plans anticipate a reduction in 
parking capacity, many others seek to accommodate parking demand in parking structures that 
allow for more effective sharing of spaces and more efficient use of highly visible and accessible 
parcels. Opportunities may also exist to incorporate privately-owned parking lots or adjacent 
properties into larger site plans. 

Implementation steps 
Local governments and other owners of parking facilities (e.g., the transit service boards) would 
have the primary role to play in any surface parking lot redevelopment. However, the state 
could play a significant role in fostering these kinds of redevelopment projects at scale 
throughout the region. Of note, Metra has already initiated a process to compare projected 
parking needs at their stations against available commuter parking. This is part of a broader 
effort to collaborate with communities to better allocate space for the appropriate amount of 
needed parking and to allow for redevelopment of commuter parking and vacant land as TOD 
where appropriate. 

State legislative action 

• Create and fund a TOD “implementation pilot” program that offers grants, loans, and 
tax credits to communities that are interested in redeveloping existing surface parking 
lots or other vacant parcels in proximity to regional transit assets. This could include the 
participation of staff and resources from state agencies outside of just transportation 
stakeholders, including IDOT, IHDA, DCEO, and IEPA. Resources could be initially focused 

 
d Many Metra-owned parking lots were originally federally funded and may still be subject to reversionary clauses 
if existing parking spaces are removed from service. 
e Given their location along historic freight railroad corridors, some surface lots are on previously industrial sites. 
This could mean that successful redevelopment will require remediating challenging environmental conditions 
beneath the pavement. In turn, redevelopment opportunities on certain lots may be constrained by existing land 
use restrictions or institutional controls. Additional resources (perhaps funded by the state) for environmental 
assessment and remediation will be critical for ensuring that residential, commercial, or mixed-use development 
can occur on certain sites. 
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on communities and sites that have been included in transit-oriented land use planning 
efforts, such as those funded by CMAP and RTA 

• Provide funding support to address project funding gaps, such as environmental 
remediation necessary to redevelop parking lots that were previously industrial sites. 
The state could also commit to hold municipalities or parking facility owners harmless 
for any reduction in net parking revenue. 

Local and regional actions 

• Leverage existing resources and any new state support to promote transit-supportive 
redevelopment of existing underused parking lots with development potential. 

• Consider reforms that address barriers to transit-supportive development, e.g., 
mandated parking minimums for sites close to transit. 

Evaluationf 

Policy  

Category Rating Rationale 

 
Mobility 

Medium/ 
High 

The effect of this strategy would depend on its scale; one 
project will not have a regionally significant impact, but a 
broader regional approach could. Development of parking 
lots near transit increases the supply of compact, mixed-use 
space in central locations, while rightsizing the availability of 
nearby parking. Reducing residents’ dependence on cars to 
and from the new developments allows for increased 
demand for transit service and greater ridership. Parking lots 
often hamper bike and pedestrian activity. Removing them 
creates a tighter distribution of destinations and enhanced 
streetscape at train stations and bus stops. 

 
f To evaluate different recommendations, CMAP developed a rubric for both policy impact and process difficulty. 
Policy evaluations are ranked from low to high. "High" means the recommendation would lead to significant 
improvements in the policy outcome (e.g., greater mobility or additional access to economic opportunities); 
"Medium" means the recommendation would have a neutral or minimal impact (e.g., no significant impact on 
transit ridership); and "Low" means the recommendation would worsen policy outcomes (e.g., having a 
disproportionate impact on low-income communities). For the "Regional benefit" category, the options are 
"Urban," "Suburban," and "Regional," designating where benefits are concentrated. For all process evaluation 
categories except timing, the scale ranges from "Low" (difficult) to "High" (easy or relatively straightforward). For 
"Timing," the options are "Near" (implementation could happen between now and 2026), "Medium" 
(implementation could occur between 2026 and 2028), and "Long" (implementation would likely be beyond 2028). 
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Equity 

High (with 
variation) 

In general, transit-oriented parking lot redevelopments will 
promote greater equity by providing community residents 
with more housing and transportation choices at lower costs. 
The extent of these benefits can depend on project-level 
decisions. Public agencies can enhance equity impacts by 
pursuing mixed income housing to increase access to new 
opportunities. 

 
Environment 

Medium/ 
High 

By adding new residential and commercial destinations in 
proximity to transit, these developments would help to 
support the shift toward more sustainable modes. As with 
other metrics, the ultimate impact would depend on the 
scale of redevelopment. These projects could have additional 
impacts due to their replacement or reduction of parking. 

 
Economy 

Medium 

By adding new residential and commercial destinations in 
proximity to transit, these developments would modestly 
increase the number of opportunities accessible by transit. As 
with other metrics, the ultimate impact would depend on the 
scale of redevelopment. 

 
Regional benefit 

Regional 

These approaches could be deployed in communities 
throughout the region, including in existing and potential 
future Metra-oriented main streets and commercial 
corridors. 

 

Process  

Category Rating  Rationale  

 
Administrative 

feasibility 

Low/
Medium 

Any redevelopment needs to be coordinated with changes in 
transit service models regionally and desired land uses locally. 

 
Political feasibility 

Low 

TOD on surface parking lots would represent a departure from 
historical practices for some communities. There may be local 
resistance to TOD due to concerns over the removal of parking, 
higher density, or related traffic. A pilot program supporting 
development examples that showcase TOD flexibility to fit local 
context and needs will help mitigate concerns. 
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Timing 

Medium 

Development is typically a multi-year process. Following the 
launch of a pilot program, communities would need to select 
sites, evaluate parking use, market sites, and align 
development review processes. There would be additional time 
before developments are built. 

 
State span of 

control 

Low 

The state does not own or control the relevant parking 
facilities. It could fund a pilot and/or create conditions on the 
use of state transit funds to incentivize the pursuit of these 
redevelopments.   

Net cost / investment 

While transit-oriented parking lot redevelopments could entail near-term costs or reduced 
parking revenue, they should ultimately more than offset those costs through increased 
property tax revenues. Depending on the state’s interest in supporting these efforts, the 
primary cost could be in additional state funding (e.g., development finance or site 
remediation). 

Align existing incentive programs with transit 
supportive land use priorities 
There are significant opportunities within existing funding streams and incentives to promote 
greater adoption of transit-supportive land use practices. Local and state governments already 
commit significant resources to help fund and finance development projects throughout 
northeastern Illinois. These include direct funding, tax incentives, financing alternatives, 
infrastructure investments, fee waivers, land write-downs, and site preparations, among others 
(see Figure 3 below).  

While some of these programs do already encourage or reward transit-supportive practices, 
that is not universal. Many of these programs should be modified to better reflect the long-
term financial benefits of transit-supportive land use. To that end, state and local governments 
should adjust eligibility and selection criteria to align a portion (or an increased portion) of 
these and other grant and incentive programs to support transit-oriented projects.  
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Figure 3. There are many existing incentive and grant programs that could encourage transit-
supportive land use and development (either newly or by increasing existing support). 

Agency Areas of influence include: Grants or incentives (non-exhaustive) 

Illinois Department of 
Transportation 

Infrastructure (street design, 
sidewalk, lighting, pedestrian 

safety, bike infrastructure) 

• Highway Safety Improvement 
Program 

• Economic Development Program 

• Illinois Transportation 
Enhancement Program 

• Safe Routes to School 

• Planning grants 

• Rebuild Illinois 

Local municipalities 
Incentive policy and 

infrastructure 

• Tax Increment Financing 

• Enterprise zones 

• Community Development Block 
Grants (CDBG) 

• Sales tax rebates 

• Property tax abatements 

• Business Development Districts 

Illinois Housing 
Development 

Authority & Chicago 
Housing Authority 

Funding for affordable and 
mixed-income housing 

• Low Income Housing Tax Credits 

• Vouchers 

Illinois Department of 
Commerce and 

Economic Opportunity 

Business development and 
attraction 

• Federal Grant Match Program 

• CDBG 

• Economic Development for a 
Growing Economy (EDGE) tax 
credits 

Counties 
Infrastructure and business 

development 

• CDBG funding 

• Enterprise zones 

• Grow Grant (Cook County) 

CMAP 
Infrastructure funding and 
local technical assistance 

(LTA) 

• LTA program 

• Congestion Mitigation and Air 
Quality (CMAQ) 

• Surface Transportation Program 
(STP) 

• Transportation Alternatives 
Program (TAP-L) 

RTA 
Local technical assistance 

(LTA) 
• LTA program 
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Implementation steps 
In some cases, public agencies have wide discretion in setting the requirements and 
expectations for these funds. In others, state legislation would be needed to adapt eligibility 
criteria and eligible uses to reward transit-supportive outcomes. 

Legislative and state agency action 

There are important precedents for this focus on transit-supportive land use and development 
that could serve as a model for future state action. For example, from 2006 to 2011, the state’s 
Business Location Efficiency Act created additional benefits for businesses that located near 
transit. This legislation increased the tax credits for EDGE grants by 10 percentage points for 
developments in transit-served areas (as well as those in proximity to affordable housing).10 
However, the program expired without renewal in 2011. The state could consider relaunching 
this program or a similar one, as well as identifying additional opportunities to realign state 
incentives toward transit-supportive developments.  

The state could also consider how its housing investments align with access to transit. For 
example, the Illinois Housing Development Authority (IHDA) could increase the points awarded 
to projects within transit-served locations in the biannual qualified allocation plan (QAP), which 
determines investment standards for the state’s affordable housing development programs. 
IHDA’s QAP currently provides only one point out of one hundred for projects within ½ mile of a 
TOD hub, ¼ mile of a regular bus route, or served by public demand-responsive service.11 

In the 2022 round, IHDA committed Low-Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTCs) that are 
anticipated to produce $296 million in development funding to support twenty-five affordable 
housing developments, including fourteen in the Chicago region. Together, these projects will 
enable the creation and/or preservation of 1,343 affordable units for low- to moderate-income 
families, seniors, veterans, and people with disabilities.12 Adjustments could be implemented as 
early as in the 2024-2025 QAP.  

The City of Chicago, which also receives federal housing funds, has put increasing emphasis on 
Equitable Transit Oriented Development (ETOD) in recent years through actions like adopting 
an ETOD Policy Plan (2021) and updating development regulations around transit nodes 
through the Connected Communities ordinance (2022).13,14  The ordinance allows for density 
bonuses and eliminates parking minimums for developments with 50 percent or greater 
affordable housing. In addition to adding points for TOD overall, IHDA could adjust its QAP to 
further prioritize ETOD proposals within the City of Chicago and investigate providing expanded 
technical assistance to communities for ETOD projects, potentially in partnership with the RTA 
Community Planning program. 
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Evaluation 

Policy 

The impacts would vary significantly depending on the incentive or reform in question. 
Generally, greater focus on transit-supportive land use and development decisions should lead 
to better mobility, equity, economic, and environmental outcomes. 

Process 

Category Rating  Rationale  

 
Administrative feasibility 

High 
(varies) 

While the process would vary by program, the 
goal of this recommendation would be to identify 
those which could be adjusted within existing 
program structures, rather than establishing 
entirely new frameworks. 

 
Political feasibility 

Medium 

There may be some resistance to allocating a 
portion of budgets to a specific development 
type. However, there are numerous past and 
current examples of similar policies already in 
place at both the state and local level. 

 
Timing 

Near/ 
Medium 

Varies based on incentive or program cycle and 
timeline. 

 
State span of control 

Medium/ 
High 

Many but not all of the funding programs 
explored are issued by state level agencies and 
are in state control. Some of the programs may 
require legislative action to expand the eligible 
uses to include TOD. 
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Principle: Strengthen the link between transit-
supportive land use and investments in transit 
service 
The state and transit providers should also continue to consider the land use and development 
context when making decisions about investments in transit service.  

Transit-supportive land use patterns are necessary for transit systems to be financially 
sustainable. As shown in Figure 4, the population, employment density, and the pedestrian 
environment near transit each have a direct impact on the number of riders the system can 
expect to serve. Other factors, such as car ownership, also play a significant role. Together, 
these factors can positively reinforce one another in a virtuous cycle, with greater levels of 
service enabling new developments that support yet additional levels of service. However, the 
feedback loop can also go in reverse. Without transit-supportive conditions, providing useful 
transit service is both more difficult and more expensive (if possible at all), reducing the long-
term viability of the system. And if the system is not financially viable, it cannot continue to 
provide the critical services on which both regional residents and communities rely. 

Figure 4. The financial viability of transit service depends on nearby surrounding land use and 
development. 

 

Transit providers already consider these dynamics when making service decisions. For example, 
in Pace’s strategic plan, Driving Innovation, the agency recommends the establishment of 
“transit and land use typologies.” These typologies, which are included in Figure 5, highlight the 
different transit service needs and challenges facing communities throughout northeastern 
Illinois.15 
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Figure 5. Existing Pace transit typologies by urban transect. 

  

Source: Driving Innovation, Pace 
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Public investments can help or hinder the alignment between land use and transit service. 
Building on a context-sensitive approach, the state should consider how the allocation of transit 
funding (for both operating and capital investments) could encourage land use and 
development decisions that will support the system long-term. The companion PART materials 
on governance and funding allocation (available on the PART webpage)16 include additional 
details on how this principle could be incorporated into transit decision-making. 

Given limited resources, these factors should also be considered when evaluating and 
implementing recommendations that are included in other elements of the PART report — 
particularly in a constrained package of system improvements. For example, the 
complementary PART memo on regional rail (available on the PART webpage) outlines the scale 
of operating and capital investments that could be required to support Metra’s evolution to a 
more all-day and frequent network. Those investments would enable greater levels of transit 
service to communities throughout the region. But as highlighted above, its success and 
financial viability would depend significantly on the market context surrounding stations. That 
context could be a leading factor in prioritizing corridors for initial implementation in a multi-
phase approach. 

More generally, the state could also consider other strategies that would reinforce local actions 
to align land use and transit service. For example, the state could make dedicated matching 
funds available for communities (or groups of communities) that are interested in purchasing 
additional service if those communities have adopted transit-supportive land use policies and 
practices.g, hThis should not affect baseline levels of transit service as established by regional 
transit service providers but could support local efforts to boost service beyond what is possible 
with existing resources.i The level of any state match could also vary to reflect local community 
capacity — for example, providing greater resources in disinvested areas. This would mirror 
IDOT’s commitment to cover the local match portion of federal grants for communities in the 
highest-need tier of CMAP’s Community Cohorts.17  

 
g As a local example, under the Fair Transit South Cook pilot program, Cook County funded fare discounts and an 
expansion of fixed route service from Pace and Metra. This included significant investments in increased frequency 
on Pace’s Route 352, such as by cutting weekday peak headways from every 30 minutes to every 10 minutes. For 
more information, see: https://www.cookcountyil.gov/sites/g/files/ywwepo161/files/documents/2022-
05/Fair%20Transit%20South%20Cook%20First%20Year%20Report_0.pdf. 
h For example, Seattle, Washington has invested in additional transit service through the Seattle Transportation 
Benefit District (STBD). This program, which is enabled by state law and funded by a combination of local vehicle 
fees and sales taxes, allows the city to purchase more frequent bus service than would otherwise be available from 
the region’s transit operators. It also funds capital projects and low-income fares. For more information, see: City 
of Seattle. “Seattle Transportation Benefit District Year 5 Performance Report.” seattle.gov, 2020. 
https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/SDOT/TransitProgram/STBD/STBDYear5AnnualReport_DRAFT_
102020_LowRes.pdf. 
i Where transit lines span multiple communities or service enhancements could divert resources from existing 
service, this program could encourage multiple communities to pursue enhanced service along a shared transit 
corridor. Such subregional initiatives would help to optimize available public resources and boost ridership. 

https://www.cmap.illinois.gov/programs/regional-transit-action
https://www.cmap.illinois.gov/programs/regional-transit-action
https://www.cookcountyil.gov/sites/g/files/ywwepo161/files/documents/2022-05/Fair%20Transit%20South%20Cook%20First%20Year%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.cookcountyil.gov/sites/g/files/ywwepo161/files/documents/2022-05/Fair%20Transit%20South%20Cook%20First%20Year%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/SDOT/TransitProgram/STBD/STBDYear5AnnualReport_DRAFT_102020_LowRes.pdf
https://www.seattle.gov/documents/Departments/SDOT/TransitProgram/STBD/STBDYear5AnnualReport_DRAFT_102020_LowRes.pdf


  PART recommendations on  
 Page 18 of 31 land use and development 

Recommendation: Support private sector shifts in 
travel behavior 
While the public sector can play a role in directly funding and developing transit-supportive 
land use projects, most of the region’s land use and development decisions involve private 
actors. Every day, developers and other private businesses make choices about where to locate, 
what to build, what benefits to provide to their employees, and more.  

Those choices have enormous potential to shape regional residents and employees’ travel 
behavior – either toward transit, or away from it. The section below provides examples of the 
kinds of actions that the state and local governments could take to support shifts in these 
decisions toward practices that make it easier for transit to succeed. 

Develop a comprehensive framework of transportation 
demand management requirements and incentives for 
employers 
While remote work has grown significantly since the COVID-19 pandemic began, most workers 
continue to work in person at least some of the time. The commute to and from work is not the 
only type of trip travelers take, nor is it the only type of trip supported by transit. But commute 
trips are an important element of overall regional travel, and the regional transit system is 
especially well-suited to serving many of those trips. Together with other trips to school or 
shopping, workers’ timing and mode choices also set many of the major conditions under which 
any transportation and transit agency needs to operate. 

The public sector can encourage the use of transit for these trips through the kinds of direct 
actions and investments outlined in the prior section. But through their regulatory and 
spending powers, state and local governments can also reshape the incentives for the private 
sector decisionmakers who also have a significant role in influencing travel behavior. State and 
local governments should thus consider adopting requirements and/or incentives that make it 
more likely for employers to support transit and other non-car travel options. 

One model for the state to consider is to require employers to develop Commute Trip 
Reduction Programs (CTRPs). Through these programs, employers are required to set targets 
for reductions in commutes by single occupancy vehicle, and to provide sufficient benefits or 
incentives to their employees so that those targets can be attained. 

CTRPs can combine commuter financial incentives, alternative work schedules, vanpooling, 
parking management, employee outreach, last-mile connections to transit, and other tactics to 
provide workers with more transportation options and encourage transit ridership. The state 
and local governments could require large employers to create CTRPs geared towards reducing 
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workers’ VMT. Common examples apply to worksites in urbanized areas with some minimum 
threshold of employees (e.g., 50 or 100). 

The most robust CTRP model in the United States exists in Washington State. Washington 
adopted the Commute Trip Reduction (CTR) Law in 1991, with additional changes adopted in 
the CTR Efficiency Act (2006).18 The law requires each county and city with an urban growth 
area to adopt a CTRP and ordinance with goals and requirements on major employers to reduce 
single-occupancy trips to their worksites.19 As shown in Figure 6 below, participants in the 
program are significantly less likely to drive alone to work than both national and state 
averages. 

Figure 6. CTR participants are significantly less likely to drive alone than their peers. 

 
Source: WSDOT20 

This approach would also build on existing state and local actions. For example, recently signed 
legislation will require large employers within one mile of transit in the RTA region to 
participate in the federal pre-tax transit benefits program.21 The City of Chicago also recently 
required new developments above a certain size near rail stations to create a transportation 
demand management (TDM) plan, and to set targets for single-occupancy vehicle mode share 
reduction.22 However, to recognize the impacts of developments that occur outside of these 
transit walksheds, any new CTRP program should also apply to employers that locate farther 
away from transit. 

The state could also consider strategies to incentivize private employers to provide greater 
support for transit. Colorado recently passed legislation that will provide refundable tax credits 
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to employers that offer benefits for non-car travel options, such as transit passes. Other states, 
such as California, have required large employers that provide free or subsidized parking to 
offer a comparable benefit to employees that do not want to use that parking.23 Recent 
research from the Federal Highway Administration has found that these parking cash-out 
policies could significantly reduce overall vehicle miles traveled by encouraging travelers to use 
other modes, including transit. This research also shows that such policies can magnify the 
impacts of other policies, such as the state’s new requirement for participation in pre-tax 
transit benefits.24 

Evaluation 

Policy 

Category Rating Rationale 

 
Mobility 

Medium/ 
High 

The effectiveness of this program would depend 
on the scale and enforcement of any new 
program. At a state or regional level, it could 
significantly expand access to regional 
opportunities. 

 
Equity 

High 

Lower income workers are often transit 
dependent. Increasing access to jobs through 
modes other than a car will increase 
opportunities for those who do not own a private 
vehicle. 

 
Environment 

Medium/ 
High 

Similar to “Mobility”, the success of this program 
would depend on scale. Mode shift toward transit 
and away from SOV would have significant 
positive benefits for the environment at scale. 

 
Economy 

High 

Improving access to jobs through multiple modes 
of transportation will increase available 
opportunities for employees and boost 
employers’ access to the talent pool. Easier 
commutes will also support employee retention. 

 
Regional benefit 

Regional 

Applicable to the entire RTA region. The greatest 
benefits may be to areas that currently have 
difficulty attracting and retaining employees due 
to transportation challenges. 
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Process 

Category Rating  Rationale  

 
Administrative feasibility 

Low 
Requires standing up a new administrative 
structure. 

 
Political feasibility 

Low/ 
Medium 

The difficulty would depend on the degree of 
requirements in the program – an incentive-
based program would likely face less opposition. 

 
Timing 

Near/ 
Medium 

Full implementation of a CTRP requirement 
would take several years; a tax credit program 
could be established within 12 months. 

 
State span of control 

Medium 

The state has the power to establish and require 
the creation of a CTRP or similar program, and 
has previously done so (e.g., the Illinois Commute 
Options program). Similarly, the state has full 
control over its tax credits and other spending 
programs. However, effectiveness would rely on 
actions by private entities. 

Net cost / investment 

The primary cost to the public sector of a CTRP or similar program would be in the staffing and 
administration necessary to monitor compliance. However, a Colorado-style tax credit program 
would entail ongoing revenue loss; this would be partially but not fully offset by additional fare 
revenue due to increased transit ridership. 

Leverage development impact fees to support transit 
In some jurisdictions of northeast Illinois, property developers are subject to “impact fees” as a 
condition of completing a development. These fees are a way to alleviate the cost of 
infrastructure and upkeep associated with new development that would otherwise be imposed 
on the local government’s infrastructure and services. These impact fees are normally one-time 
payments to the local government and are usually determined based on the size of the 
proposed development. However, based on existing requirements, impact fees cannot be used 
to support many kinds of transit investments.  

The state should expand the eligible uses for impact fees in the highway code to include transit 
infrastructure. The state and local governments should also consider how impact fees might 
vary based on the existing development context surrounding a proposed development. For 
example, in Kane County, developers pay a lower impact fee if their development follows 
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“smart growth” principles. A developer can get up to a 10 percent reduction for supporting 
alternative transportation for employees and customers. This includes locating near Pace or 
Metra services, along a transit supportive corridor, or near regional bike and pedestrian trails if 
providing connecting infrastructure.25 

Expanding the allowable uses to include transit infrastructure would allow communities to work 
with transit providers to invest in the quality of their transit service and rider experience. 
Capital investments in signal priority, queue jumps, enhanced shelters with real time 
information, rail station investments, and ADA compliance support reliable and accessible 
transit service.  

Evaluation 

Policy 

Category Rating Rationale 

 
Mobility 

Medium 

Impact fees could support the enhancement of 
transit infrastructure. Depending on the capital 
investments this could improve access and on-
time performance of transit. 

 
Equity 

High 
Using impact fees to enhance transit 
infrastructure benefits populations that are often 
lower-income and transit dependent. 

 
Environment 

Medium 
Environmental impact depends on the fee 
structure and what infrastructure projects are 
funded with the fees. 

 
Economy 

Medium 

If paired with investments to increase the 
accessibility of a given development, impact fees 
should have a modest positive effect on overall 
economic opportunities. 

 
Regional benefit 

Regional 
This tool would be available to communities 
throughout the region. 
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Process 

Category Rating  Rationale  

 
Administrative feasibility 

Medium 
Additional administration is required for impact 
fee calculation and collection.  

 
Political feasibility 

Medium/ 
High 

Kane County, IL has implemented impact fees to 
fund road improvements with consideration for 
transit supportiveness. The addition of transit 
infrastructure as an eligible expense is aligned 
with this approach. However, existing 
beneficiaries of impact fee revenue may have 
concerns. 

 
Timing 

Medium 
Implementation would be up to each community. 
Technical assistance can be provided to promote 
adoption of impact fees. 

 
State span of control 

High 
The state can modify the highway code to include 
transit infrastructure as an eligible expense for 
impact fees. 

Net cost / investment 

This program would generate new revenues to support regional transit, either by allowing a 
new use of existing funds or by increasing available revenues from increased or new impact 
fees. Any discounts to account for transit-supportiveness could be offset by other changes to 
impact fee levels. The costs of administration should be subtracted from revenues before any 
additional funds are leveraged to support transportation investments. 

Streamline processes for transit-supportive 
developments 
One of the most important factors in the success of a development project is the development 
review process. In some cases, these processes are straightforward. For example, if a 
development is allowed under existing zoning policies (often referred to by the term “as of 
right”), a developer may be able to proceed relatively quickly.  

However, developers can also face what can be a lengthy and time-consuming process, 
particularly if a project would not be allowed under existing zoning rules or regulations. This is 
especially true for many kinds of transit-supportive projects, such as those with increased 
density or limited parking, which are often not allowed under existing zoning codes. 
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To increase the number and speed of transit-supportive development projects in the region, 
local communities should consider how they can create a more streamlined review and 
approval process for transit-supportive developments near existing transit nodes. Streamlining 
the approval process should accelerate development timelines and reduces costs, enabling 
greater levels of development, including developments that can appeal to residents and 
businesses at varying levels of income and affordability. Local communities also stand to 
benefit, such as through increased revenues from property and sales tax. 

Case Study: Streamlining transit-supportive development in Massachusetts 

In 2022, Massachusetts adopted new policies to streamline transit-supportive 
development in communities served by the Massachusetts Bay Transportation 
Authority (MBTA) mass transit system. These “MBTA communities” are required 
to have at least one zoning district in proximity to transit in which a set amount of 
multi-family housing is permitted by right. These policies apply to more than 170 
Massachusetts municipalities, with a goal of encouraging TOD as a strategy for 
supporting affordability, improving access to jobs, increasing transit ridership, and 
advancing sustainability.26 

Case Study: Advancing equitable development near transit in Chicago 

In 2022, the City of Chicago adopted the Connect Communities Ordinance with 
the goal of reinvesting in communities and creating jobs by changing zoning 
standards so they encourage equitable development near transit (the fourth 
iteration of a TOD ordinance since the original in 2013).27 The ordinance both 
lowers barriers to affordable and mixed-income housing and TOD developments 
and creates additional incentives for TOD and sustainable, equitable development 
more generally. These policies are designed to aid Chicago neighborhoods 
differently based on their socioeconomic characteristics. This allows for the 
ordinance to best benefit neighborhoods in ways that best suit them and supports 
safer mobility options, improved economic growth and job access, and affordable 
housing.28 

Communities could build on recent successful efforts elsewhere in the region. For example, in 
2012 the City of Blue Island created a new zoning district for a designated TOD area. This 
district created a streamlined approval process and clear timelines for reviews. The streamlined 
process works as an incentive to developers to meet the existing regulations to avoid costly 
hearings and approvals processes. This new district empowered city staff to approve certain 
projects based on zoning regulations.29 
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Evaluation 

Policy 

Category Rating Rationale 

 
Mobility 

Medium/ 
High 

(varies) 

Policy does not explicitly create more or improve 
transit. The policy does place more riders within 
the walkshed of transit. This will increase 
ridership, as convenience is one of the most 
important factors for people to choose transit  

 
Equity 

Medium/ 
High 

(varies) 

At scale, this strategy could increase the 
availability and affordability of housing and 
opportunities in proximity to transit. However, 
specific impacts would vary based on the number 
of communities that pursue these practices. 

 
Environment 

Medium/ 
High 

(varies) 

Impacts would vary based on the scale of the 
program but should have positive impacts due to 
enabling more regional residents to live and work 
in proximity to transit. 

 
Economy 

Medium 

Impacts would vary based on the scale of the 
program but should have positive impacts due to 
enabling more regional residents to live and work 
in proximity to transit. 

 
Regional benefit 

Regional 
These changes could support new transit-
supportive developments in communities 
throughout the region. 

Process 

Category Rating  Rationale  

 
Administrative feasibility 

High 

Can be integrated into existing state and local 
permitting processes. Removes administrative 
requirements for the kinds of developments 
specified in the program 

 
Political feasibility 

Low/ 
Medium 

Existing efforts in municipalities like Blue Island 
demonstrate that reforms are feasible. However, 
there are likely to be concerns from some 
communities about the impacts of these changes 
on their existing built environment. 
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Timing 

Medium/ 
Long 

Could be achieved incrementally; development 
impacts would lag changes to development 
review policies.  

 
State span of control 

Low/ 
Medium 

This recommendation relates to local reforms. 
The state could play a role in supporting local 
action. 

Net cost / investment 

These changes would require staff time to consider and implement new policies. However, 

there should not be significant additional ongoing costs related to these policies. Streamlined 

processes, additional development, and increased transit ridership should lead to a net influx of 

revenues. 

Principle: Consider the land use and development 
impacts of potential new revenue sources for 
transit 
In addition to these targeted land use and development recommendations, the state should 
consider the wider effects of related PART revenue recommendations on land use and 
development decisions. 

For example, the complementary PART memo on road system revenues (available on the PART 
webpage) notes that increased parking taxes could help to fund transit needs. This revenue 
source would have both direct and indirect effects on regional land use, development, and 
travel decisions.  

CMAP research has found that increasing the price of parking is one of the most effective 
strategies to increase transit ridership.30 Chicago, Cook County, and the state currently assess a 
tax on commercial parking, but revenue from those taxes does not support regional transit. An 
increased tax on parking, either on the users of paid commercial parking or assessed on parking 
lot owners,j could have significant positive impacts on the transit system. Depending on the 
structure, an increased parking tax could also encourage parking lot owners to consider 
alternative (and more economically productive) uses of land currently dedicated to parking. 

Parking taxes are just one example of revenues with these “co-benefits” for transportation and 
land use. Other strategies, such as tolling, congestion pricing, and increases to vehicle-related 
fees, could similarly encourage greater alignment between land use, development, and the 

 
j For example, cities like Montreal, Canada and Nottingham, UK impose a per-space excise tax on non-residential 
parking spaces. 

https://www.cmap.illinois.gov/programs/regional-transit-action
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viability of regional transit. And while there are many factors that will influence potential state 
and local action to secure the revenue necessary to support transit, the complementary 
transportation effects of those revenues should be an important consideration, particularly as 
the state considers what a sustainable, long-term solution to both transit and broader 
transportation system revenue concerns.   
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Long-term considerations: Strengthening the 
connection between transit and land use 
In the absence of a stronger alignment between transit and land use, the region’s transit 
system will continue to face challenges to its effectiveness, efficiency, and financial viability. If 
adopted, the strategies, recommendations, and principles outlined above would make 
significant progress toward strengthening those connections. In the longer term, these changes 
could be reinforced by additional strategies to reshape the decision environment for both 
transit and land use.  

The following strategies provide examples of these kinds of approaches but are not meant to be 
exhaustive. CMAP and regional partners should continue to study and refine these potential 
approaches, including through the agency’s ongoing work to prepare for the development of 
the next regional comprehensive plan. 

Strengthening transit’s role in development 
Development decisions matter a great deal to the success of transit systems. However, while 
transit agencies do commonly own at least some commercial real estate (e.g., concession space 
within transit stations), real estate development is typically not a core function of most transit 
agencies in the U.S. Indeed, transit agencies are often only consulted about the impacts of a 
development after it is completed – leaving them in the difficult position of providing service to 
a development that may (or may not) have been built with the success of transit in mind. 

Transit could play a greater role in these discussions and decisions. The region’s transit 
providers could engage in multiple stages throughout the development process, including 
financing development, engaging in development policy and review, or even acting as a 
developer. The state and regional public agencies should assess how transit providers could 
assume more active roles in advancing transit-supportive projects in region. 

Case Study: Agency-Led Planning & Development Management 

Metropolitan Atlanta Regional Transportation Authority (MARTA)  

In addition to its transit functions, MARTA operates an Office of Transit Oriented 
Development & Real Estate. This office performs standard real estate functions 
(e.g., property acquisition, disposition) to manage the agency’s own transit 
facilities, but it also manages TOD initiatives along its corridors. These TOD 
initiatives include site selection, marketing, proposal issuance and review, deal 
structuring/negotiation, and development oversight. MARTA often plays an 
important role in establishing site control around its station areas by collaborating 
with the City of Atlanta, Atlanta Housing, the Metro Atlanta Land Bank, and 
private/non-profit partners like Invest Atlanta and the Atlanta Beltline.31 
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Leveraging increased property values to support transit 
investments 
In addition to the beneficial effects of new transit-supportive developments, these kinds of 
strategies can also yield additional revenue to invest in transit.  

The state has already recognized the fact that high-quality public transit increases nearby 
property values through its adoption of the “Transit TIF” program.32 Through this program, 
transit providers have been permitted to create new tax increment financing districts in support 
of specified transit projects. The relationship between quality transit service and surrounding 
land values makes enhanced transit service a logical eligible expense for TIF-generated dollars. 
The state should consider building upon this program for other transit investments, such as 
those necessary to advance the complementary recommendations on Metra’s evolution to 
regional rail (available on the PART webpage). 

Addressing the broader development environment 
Beyond these transit-specific considerations, the state, regional partners, and CMAP should 
continue to assess how the regulatory and policy environment impacts regional development 
decisions. Such assessments should be informed by ongoing research and work in northeastern 
Illinois as well as other regions and states, which have explored changes to parking minimums 
(e.g., California33), the allowance of accessory dwelling units (e.g., Chicago34), and adjustments 
to zoning and density in proximity to transit (e.g., Massachusetts35).  

Through the next regional planning process, northeastern Illinois stakeholders could also 
explore how planning efforts at the regional, sub-regional, and local level could be better 
aligned. If successful, this alignment could enable localities to identify context-appropriate 
strategies to achieve regional goals, including how best to support regional transit with 
complementary land use and development decisions. 

  

https://www.cmap.illinois.gov/programs/regional-transit-action
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