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SECTION 1:
INTRODUCTION

In partnership with the Chicago Metropolitan Agency
for Planning, the City of Wilmington is developing a
Downtown Plan for the central business district. The
plan will outline the vision of the Downtown’s future
and the steps needed to achieve that vision. This report
provides an accurate understanding of the existing
conditions in the downtown and represents a necessary
step to developing an appropriate and effective
downtown plan that addresses the issues and concerns
of the community.
The Downtown Plan will serve as a guide for elected
officials, property owners, City staff, community
residents, business owners, and potential investors.
The plan will assist in making informed administrative
and implementation decisions about future efforts
that affect land use, transportation, infrastructure,
urban design and identity, historic and architectural
preservation, and capital improvements within
Downtown.
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Wilmington’s Need for a
Downtown Plan
In 2015, the City of Wilmington sought technical
assistance from CMAP for the creation of a corridor
plan that would speak to a number of local issues,
including the future of its downtown, economic
development opportunities, and the flow of
pedestrians, bicyclists, and vehicles along IL Route
53 and IL Route 102. The City’s proximity to modern
intermodal facilities and heavy truck traffic along
these two corridors has impacted the character
of the community and residents’ quality of life. In
addition to truck traffic and related traffic safety
issues, pedestrian mobility is impacted by the lack of
pedestrian and bicycle infrastructure. Another topic of
concern is flooding, both from the Kankakee River and
Forked Creek.
Given the number of different topics of importance
in Wilmington, CMAP staff and the City determined
that a more narrowly targeted planning project
would be more effective than a broader corridor
study. Wilmington has been the subject of numerous
planning studies that have devoted considerable
time, attention, and thought to the City’s position
as a destination with major historical, cultural, and
natural assets. The Downtown Plan will help assess
the opportunities, assets, and needs in Downtown
Wilmington and determine what specific strategies
will address its future needs and investment priorities
in the central business district.
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Key areas of emphasis for the plan include, but
are not limited to: future land use priorities,
economic development opportunities for key parcels,
improvement of pedestrian, bicyclist, and vehicular
access, and streetscape appeal along IL Route 53 and
IL Route 102. Specifically, the Downtown Plan will
highlight approaches to support economic growth and
increase safety, connectivity, and ease of access along
the two main corridors. Figure 1.1 shows the study
area chosen for the planning project
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Planning Process

Purpose of the Existing
Conditions Report

The planning process to create the Wilmington
Downtown Plan includes multiple steps that will
last approximately 12 months. The process has been
crafted with assistance from City staff, and has been
designed to include stakeholder input throughout. Key
steps in the planning process are illustrated in Figure
1.2.

The Existing Conditions Report—representing a
synthesis of research, analysis, and public outreach
activities—provides an overview of current conditions
in the area. This report is designed to provide a
starting point from which to move forward with the
community in developing a shared vision for the
downtown.

Figure 1.2 Project Timeline
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Report Organization

Next Steps

The Existing Conditions Report is organized into the
following sections:

The Existing Conditions Report is an interim
document that will be presented to City staff and
the Steering Committee for review and discussion.
The next step in the planning process will be for the
community to develop a shared vision for the study
area. CMAP and the City will conduct a visioning
workshop with residents, business owners, elected
officials, and City staff to gather additional input on
desired outcomes and establish a vision that builds on
the understanding of issues and opportunities facing
the area provided by the Existing Conditions Report.
The results of the workshop and the information
compiled in the Existing Conditions Report will guide
the development of the Wilmington Downtown Plan
and its recommendations.

• Section 1: Introduction describes the purpose
of the downtown plan and the process utilized to
create the plan.
• Section 2: Background gives an overview of the
City’s history, the relationship to the GO TO 2040
Regional Comprehensive Plan, and relevant past
plans and studies.
• Sections 3: Community Profile offers a brief
summary of the downtown’s general structure
and assets, including regional context and
governance, land use, population and housing,
economic development, natural environment, and
transportation. The following chapters cover these
topics in more detail.
• Section 4: Community Outreach summarizes
the results of outreach efforts to date in the
planning process and highlights key themes
identified by the Steering Committee, business
owners and operators, residents, and other
stakeholders.
• Section 5: Built Environment identifies key
aspects of the downtown’s land use, zoning,
housing, and historic preservation.
• Section 6: Local Economy and Tourism
highlights economic conditions in Downtown
Wilmington, including key trends in the retail
market and tourism within the downtown and the
surrounding market area.
• Section 7: Transportation details the existing
roadway, freight, and non-motorized transportation
networked throughout the community, the issues
this network faces, and pertinent data and trends
that may be useful in crafting recommendations in
the future.
• Section 8: Natural Environment provides
information on the downtown’s water and land
resources, including parks and recreational assets.

Introduction
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SECTION 2:
BACKGROUND

This section provides an overview of Downtown
Wilmington’s history, context in the larger Chicago
metropolitan region, and previous plans, reports, and
studies related to the downtown area. Understanding
the community’s past and its regional position
provides context for the City’s issues and potential
opportunities.

Background
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History of Wilmington1
In 1834, a Joliet entrepreneur named Thomas Cox acquired 400 acres of
land in the area now known as Wilmington and built a sawmill on the
banks of the Kankakee River. The river provided an excellent source of
waterpower and prompted additional industrial development, including a
corn cracker, grist mill, and carding machine. Collectively known as Cox’s
Mills, the facilities attracted patrons from as far as 50 miles away. Farmers
brought their corn and wheat to be ground and often waited overnight to
use the mills. Canal workers and other travelers were also attracted to the
area. Wilmington was a two-day journey from Chicago and a natural place
for people to safely cross the river. Wilmington, or Winchester as it was
originally called, was founded in 1836.
The later decades of the nineteenth century were marked by growth in
Wilmington’s agricultural and industrial sectors. Flour and paper mills
opened alongside butter and cheese factories and the first coal mines were
established. Wilmington also participated in the Underground Railroad
during this period. Local abolitionists were known for rebuking travelers
searching for runaway slaves and many establishments, including the Eagle
Hotel, provided safe haven to those fleeing the Confederacy. The Eagle
Hotel, one of the first buildings in Wilmington, still stands at the main
intersection in downtown and is listed on the National Register of Historic
Places.
Wilmington’s economy and population continued to grow over the next
two decades. In addition to powering the mills, the river allowed for the
convenient and efficient transport of farm produce and lumber to Joliet
and other nearby communities. New service along the Chicago and Alton
Railroad further supported the burgeoning town and helped to increase
property values. Settlers established a post office and a public school, and
also opened a general store and a hotel. Wilmington was incorporated as a
village in 1854 and as a city in 1865.
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When Route 66 pushed through Wilmington in 1926,
the City aimed to capture its high volume of travelers
by establishing service stations, restaurants, and
other attractions. In 1937, the Mar Theatre opened
with five hundred seats. One of the most popular
attractions was the Gemini Giant, a 30-foot-tall statue
paying tribute to the 1960s Gemini Space Program.
The Gemini Giant was built to attract visitors to the
Launching Pad Drive-In restaurant. Although the
restaurant closed in 2010, the Gemini Giant is still
a popular stop along the route and landmark in the
Route 66 Hall of Fame.
When the City of Joliet opened an arsenal to support
the United States’ forces in World War II, Wilmington
saw its largest period of population growth in the
City’s history. The arsenal, located just two miles from
Downtown Wilmington, provided nearly 12,000 jobs
and remained open through the Vietnam and Korean
Wars. By 1970, Wilmington’s population exceeded
4,000. The arsenal was decommissioned later that
decade and the site was ultimately redeveloped to
include two industrial parks, including CenterPoint
Intermodal Center, Abraham Lincoln National
Cemetery, and Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie.

Background

In the decades since 1970, Wilmington’s population
has continued to grow steadily, with some notable
shifts in the local economy. The last coal mine in
Wilmington closed in 1974 and the water-filled pits left
by strip mines were transformed to provide fishing
and boating opportunities. In the 1980s, the City lost
more than 500 jobs when a roofing mill and paper
plant closed. Personal Products, a division of Johnson
& Johnson, moved to the area shortly thereafter and
employed 600 workers, making it Wilmington’s largest
employer. Personal Products closed in 1998 and the
site, located just north of downtown along IL Route
53, is now home to Dow Chemical Company. Over the
same period, Downtown Wilmington reinvented itself
as a regional hub for antiquing.
Today, Wilmington is a community known for its
rich history, unique retail shops, and access to local
parks and regional open space. The City nurtures and
promotes these features by participating in the annual
IL Route 66 Red Carpet Corridor Festival and hosting
its own Catfish Days Festival. Residents, business
owners, and local leaders are dedicated to protecting
the community’s assets and ensuring future prosperity.
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Wilmington and the
GO TO 2040 Regional
Comprehensive Plan
As part of the larger Chicago metropolitan region, the
actions of Wilmington influence and are influenced
by the region. Created in 2005, CMAP is the official
regional planning organization for the northeastern
Illinois counties of Cook, DuPage, Kane, Kendall,
Lake, McHenry, and Will. CMAP developed and
now guides the implementation of GO TO 2040,
metropolitan Chicago’s comprehensive regional plan,
which establishes coordinated strategies that will help
the region’s 284 communities address transportation,
housing, economic development, open space, the
environment, and other quality of life issues. The Plan
contains four themes and 12 major recommendation
areas:

Livable Communities
1. Achieve greater livability through land use and
housing
2. Manage and conserve water and energy resources
3. Expand and improve parks and open space
4. Promote sustainable local food

Human Capital
1. Improve education and workforce development
2. Support economic innovation

Efficient Governance
1. Reform state and local tax policy
2. Improve access to information
3. Pursue coordinated investments

Regional Mobility
1. Invest strategically in transportation
2. Increase commitment to public transit
3. Create a more efficient freight network
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The Livable Communities and Regional Mobility
chapters are most relevant to the Wilmington
Downtown Plan, particularly in addressing:
• Commercial and residential revitalization,
• Innovative stormwater management practices that
reduce flooding,
• Open space enhancements,
• Support for walking and bicycling, and
• Efficient movement of freight.
GO TO 2040 states, “municipalities are critical to the
success of GO TO 2040 because of their responsibility
for land use decisions, which create the built
environment of the region and determine the livability
of its communities. The most important thing that a
municipality can do to implement GO TO 2040 is to
take this responsibility very seriously.” By undertaking
this Downtown Plan, the City is taking necessary steps
to make informed land use and development decisions
by committing to helping shape the future of the
region, as well.

Previous Plans
The following section provides a summary of previous
plans, reports, and studies related to Wilmington. The
Downtown Plan will build upon relevant themes and
recommendations from these plans.

City of Wilmington Comprehensive Plan
(2008)
In 2008, the City of Wilmington developed a
long range Comprehensive Plan guiding future
development in the areas of land use, transportation,
and urban design. Several themes appear that are
relevant to the new Downtown Plan, including an
emphasis on a balanced mix of land uses, growing
the local economy, and preserving natural features.
In the area of land use, recommendations generally
relate to maintaining the single-family character of the
community, encouraging commercial and industrial
development in targeted areas, and adding new
open space for recreational use. For transportation,
the plan recognizes that Wilmington has important
locational advantages in terms of regional
transportation access with several barriers to efficient
traffic flow, such as heavy truck traffic. The plan
recommends design guidelines for specific roadway
classifications, including measures to improve
pedestrian and bicyclist safety. For urban design,
the plan recommends preserving historic buildings
and developing design standards for residential and
commercial development that will enhance aesthetics
and help create a sense of place in downtown
Wilmington and throughout the community.
To implement many of these strategies, the plan
recommends that the City develop a downtown master
plan and associated programs to carry out specific
downtown projects, including facade enhancements
and intersection improvements. The plan also
recommends that the City develop programs aimed
at redeveloping under-utilized commercial properties,
incorporate riverfront improvements into detailed
plans, and prepare a Gateway Plan with design
guidelines for arterial entrances into the community.

Background

Will County Land Resource
Management Plan (2002)
In 2002, the Will County Board adopted the Land
Resource Management Plan to establish a regional
vision for future growth and identify guidelines
for various development forms to be used by the
county and municipalities during development review
processes. The plan, which was developed over an
18-month planning process, includes four sections –
Policy Gateway, Forms and Concepts Handbook, Open
Space Element, and Airport Environs Element (added
in 2011) – and a neighborhood plan for Fairmont.
Policy Gateway contains an assessment of existing
conditions, a summary of public engagement activities,
and goals and strategies to address the community’s
priority issues. Forms and Concepts Handbook
is intended to be used as a guide to supplement
the development review process, and describes
development typologies that local municipalities
may choose to integrate into future land use plans.
The plan refers to Wilmington in relation to both
the Kankakee River Corridor and Town development
forms. Future development along the Kankakee River
should serve local residents, focusing on river-related
recreation, and link to the regional trail network.
Future development in Towns, which are well suited to
accommodate future growth, should include expanding
park systems, preserving historic assets and character,
and balancing housing and employment options. Open
Space Element lays out concepts for the provision of
a countywide open space network. Airport Environs
Element establishes basic land use and design
standards related to the proposed South Suburban
Airport.
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Countywide All Hazard Mitigation Plan
(2006)
The Will County Emergency Management Agency
(EMA) created the Countywide All Hazard Mitigation
Plan in 2008 to identify strategies and actions to
prepare local communities for natural, technological,
and societal hazards. The plan describes and assesses
potential hazards according to historical record,
future vulnerability of people and property, impacts
from a ‘worse case’ scenario, and the likelihood of the
occurrence of a specific hazard. Many local hazards
relate to extreme changes in climate, including
tornadoes, winter storms, drought, and flood, flash
flood, and ice jams. The plan notes that Wilmington
is particularly affected by flood and ice jams, as heavy
rains regularly force the Kankakee River to exceed its
banks. More than two-thirds of the 58 documented
ice jams in Will County’s history have occurred in
Wilmington.
Through a public engagement process, the EMA
developed a set of goals, objectives, and strategies
to implement the plan. Countywide implementation
actions include integrating hazard mitigation into
existing and future plans, expanding regional
collaboration, and prioritizing stormwater
infrastructure improvements. The plan was updated in
2008.
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Water 2050: Northeastern Illinois
Regional Water Supply/Demand Plan
(2010)
CMAP facilitated the work of the Regional Water
Supply Planning Group and led the development
of Water 2050: Northeastern Illinois Regional
Water Supply/Demand Plan, published in 2010.
Water 2050 seeks to ensure that our region’s water
supplies will be available for years to come. The
plan makes recommendations that are designed to
be implemented by a variety of stakeholders within
the existing institutional structure of water supply
planning and management. Featuring over 240
recommendations, the cornerstone of the plan is a
water use conservation and efficiency strategy that can
reduce a significant percentage of new water demand.
The four broad water use management techniques
explored include water use conservation, water rate
structures, graywater, and wastewater reuse. The plan
outlines each management technique and directs its
recommendations at the responsible stakeholders,
including the State of Illinois, CMAP, county
governments, and public water suppliers.
While the majority of the region’s water use comes
from Lake Michigan, inland surface water, like the
Kankakee River, also provides vital water supplies.
The Kankakee River provides drinking water to
thousands of people in the region and multiple
communities, including Wilmington. The plan makes
recommendations focused on this water source in the
areas of drought planning and management, riparian
area protection, instream-flow protection, and water
quality protection. Specifically, the plan recommends
using advanced modeling techniques to help discern
how changing weather patterns affect flow and
investigating the potential for capturing flood flows
and supply additional sources of water that would
otherwise leave the region.

Illinois Route 66 Trail Concept Plan
(2010)

Island Park Vision Plan (2011)

Completed in 2010 by the Illinois Department of
Natural Resources, the Illinois Route 66 Trail Concept
Plan envisions a continuous travel experience for
bicyclists and other recreationists along historic U.S.
Route 66 in Illinois, connecting the communities
and icons of Route 66 from Chicago to St. Louis.
Building on the trail alignment identified in 2006,
the plan analyzes existing conditions along the trail,
recommends improvements of specific on-road
segments, and plans the development of off-road
trails. The plan is intended to be used as a guide for
local decision-makers who will develop segments
of the trail, install signage along the corridor, and
promote tourism to Illinois residents and visitors.

The City of Wilmington in cooperation with the
Downtown Revitalization Committee developed a
detailed vision plan for downtown Wilmington and
Island Park. The plan aimed to strengthen the City’s
position as a recreational destination in the Chicago
region by creating a unique riverfront experience.
Steps to achieve this goal include aligning access to
the north and south ends of Island Park, developing
a community and recreation center on the island,
creating a riverwalk loop and pedestrian bridge,
restoring the shoreline, improving the boat launch
and canoe portage, and installing public art. The plan
also identifies opportunities for small hotels, bed and
breakfasts, and restaurants in the downtown.

The plan defines the Route 66 Trail using existing,
planned, and potential future off-road trails that
are within several miles of the original Route 66
road. Currently, the northern region of the trail
follows mostly paved roads from Chicago through
Cook County and connects to several trails in Cook,
DuPage, and Will Counties. After connecting to the
Wauponsee Glacial Trail and Centennial Trail, the
route proceeds onto several paved roads through
downtown Wilmington, entering the town on
Kankakee Street before heading west along Baltimore
Street. For future alignment, the trail extends further
along the Wauponsee Glacial Trail before entering
Wilmington from the east, following Baltimore Street
through downtown. The trail continues into Grundy
County where it eventually connects to the central
region portion of the trail.

After the vision plan was completed in 2011, the
document was updated in 2015 to incorporate
additional community input. Planning consultants
conducted a community-wide survey to find out
what residents and business owners like and dislike
about the plan. Walking/Running Trails, Shoreline
Restoration/Stabilization, Restrooms, and Parking
Lots (For Ball Fields and Other Amenities) were the
most favorable elements of the vision plan. Bike/Skate
Park was the least favorable element, while Native
Plants also concerned many respondents.

Future improvements to the trail include bike
lanes, striping, widening shoulders, side paths, road
resurfacing, bridge expansion, and new off-road trail
developments. For Will County, the plan recommends
filling gaps in the Centennial Trail, developing the
eastern boundary portion of the Midewin Trail,
planning and constructing trail improvements through
Wilmington, and posting Route 66 Trail signs.

Background
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Illinois Route 53 Corridor Plan (2014)
In 2014, the Will County Board adopted the Illinois
Route 53 Corridor Plan. The plan, developed and
funded in partnership with CMAP, examines tourism
potential for a 25-mile section of IL Route 53,
following the path of historic U.S. Route 66 from
Joliet to Braidwood. The planning process focused on
identifying key historical, cultural, and natural assets
and opportunities, understanding transportation
issues, and developing a cohesive identity for
the corridor. The plan provides a framework for
connecting six major destinations along the route
to support daytrips from Chicago and create a new
vacation destination in the Midwest.
The plan includes strategies to strengthen three
existing destinations along the corridor, add three
new stops, and connect the six stops to other
local attractions with coordinated wayfinding and
signage, and scenic roads and trails. In its overall
recommendations to be applied throughout the
corridor, the plan identifies common features, like
an iconic sculpture, improvements to existing bike
and water trails, the creation of a bike trail along
IL Route 53, and consistent signage at entry points,
Route 66 stops, and along the corridor as priorities.
For Wilmington, the plan recognizes that many
tourists already stop to take photos at the Gemini
Giant and Launching Pad, signaling an opportunity
to leverage other assets and capture those visitors
for a longer period. The plan outlines several specific
recommendations to attract tourists to destinations in
downtown Wilmington and along the Kankakee River
including:
1. Encourage downtown stores to highlight and offer
more Route 66 themed merchandise.
2. Make Water Street an iconic Route 66 stop.
3. Implement the Island Park Vision Plan.
4. Develop a kayak course along the millrace.
5. Improve and expand existing bike and water
trails.
6. Install gateway, directional, and “major stop”
signage.
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To implement these strategies, the plan recommends
increased collaboration between agencies and
organizations, municipalities, and business owners
and operators. Together, these groups should establish
a Tourism Advisory Council to manage strategic
planning for the corridor and a Tourism Development
Committee to help coordinate corridor planning efforts
at the municipal level.

Analysis of Wilmington Mill Race (2015)
The City of Wilmington retained Hey and Associates
to assess the feasibility of mitigating flood risk
along the Wilmington millrace. The report includes
background information on the history of the millrace,
summaries of site reconnaissance and surveys, an
assessment of the potential benefits of dredging, and
restoration concepts. The report assumes Wilmington
Dam will remain in its current state, and proposes
a restoration plan that would cost approximately $2
million.
The report found that the temporary millrace dam,
which consists of large concrete blocks, controls water
levels in the millrace, and that dredging the channel
is not a suitable strategy to reduce flooding. The
report makes a number of recommendations aimed at
lowering water levels in the millrace, reducing flooding,
and eliminating damaging flows across the island.
Strategies include removing the dam and replacing
it with five riffle pools; narrowing the channel and
creating a vegetative buffer along the shore; and
creating a permanent channel across the island,
including wetlands and culverts, from the millrace to
the Kankakee River.

Will County Bikeway Plan (2016)

Will Connects 2040 (2017)

The Will County Bikeway Plan is the county’s first
planning effort to develop a comprehensive bikeway
network. Prepared by the Forest Preserve District
of Will County, the plan identifies 14 corridors to
provide connections between major destinations not
currently accessible, including parks, Metra stations,
Governor’s State University, commercial centers,
and to surrounding counties. From this larger set
of corridors, five were selected for further study to
initiate planning activity and serve as a guide for
bikeway partner agencies. Bicycle facility design
guidelines are also included to assist the county and
its partners to implement the plan.

Prepared by the Will County Division of
Transportation, Will County’s long range
transportation plan, titled Will Connects 2040, reflects
a collaborative effort among municipalities, townships,
regional agencies, and the State of Illinois to create
a strategic plan for infrastructure and transportation
development in the county. The plan provides
recommendations for multiple modes of transportation
within the county and surrounding areas including
a focus on congestion relief, safety, rail crossings,
truck corridors, transit access, and bikeway network
continuity. Investment priorities for county roadways
are fiscally constrained, meaning revenue sources can
be identified and will likely be implemented over the
life of the plan, and investment priorities identified for
partner agencies are unconstrained.

The plan includes specific bikeway facility
recommendations for the Route 66 corridor. The
corridor, which spans 18.3 miles from Wauponsee
Glacial Trail to Grundy County, faces unique
challenges related to traffic volume, speeds, and
volume of heavy trucks along IL Route 53 and the
Kankakee River crossing in Downtown Wilmington.
The plan recommends creating a shared street along
County Road and Kahler Road to foster a low-stress
bikeway connection between the Wauponsee Glacial
Trail and Wilmington. The plan also recommends
adding bike lanes along Baltimore Street to improve
the river crossing.

Background

Within its fiscally constrained projects, Will Connects
2040 only addresses capacity expansion, preservation,
and modernization of county roadways. There are no
improvements included within the fiscally constrained
projects that directly impact Downtown Wilmington,
although the plan does consider the potential
impacts of the proposed Illiana Expressway on east/
west mobility and connectivity. Within its fiscally
unconstrained projects, the plan addresses other
transportation modes such as public transportation
and bicycle/pedestrian facilities. There are several
improvements within the plan that impact Downtown
Wilmington, including interchange reconstruction on
Interstate 55 at IL Route 129, extension of the Metra
Heritage Corridor, and vehicle replacements for Pace
vanpools and paratransit vehicles.
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SECTION 3:
COMMUNITY PROFILE

When complete, the Downtown Plan will establish the
community’s vision for the future of the downtown
as well as the policies and strategies to achieve that
vision. The plan will allow elected officials, City staff,
residents, business owners, and potential investors to
make informed decisions on land use, transportation,
infrastructure, and capital improvements throughout
the City. In addition to providing a roadmap to
achieving Wilmington’s community goals for the
downtown, the plan will explore changing community
trends, identify emerging challenges, and promote new
opportunities.
Having an accurate understanding of the existing
conditions of the community is necessary to develop
an effective plan. This section provides an overview of
the current conditions in Downtown Wilmington and is
designed to provide an agreed upon starting point by
which to move forward and create a shared vision.
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Regional Context and
Governance
Wilmington is located along the Kankakee River in
Will County, approximately 50 miles southwest of
downtown Chicago. The City is bordered by the City
of Braidwood and Village of Diamond to the southwest
and unincorporated lands to the north and west in
Wilmington Township, the east in Florence Township,
and the south in Custer and Wesley Townships.
Directly north is Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie, a
tallgrass prairie reserve and U.S. National Grassland
operated by the U.S. Forest Service. Interstate 55 is
west of Wilmington and IL Route 53 and IL Route 102
pass through the central business district. The study
area for the plan extends along these two state routes:
IL Route 53, from Forked Creek to Island Park, and IL
Route 102, from the Union Pacific Railroad to Wabash
Street (Figure 3.1).
Understanding the governmental structure within
Wilmington will allow plan recommendations to be
crafted with City input and tailored to the appropriate
partners and implementers. The City leadership
structure includes a Mayor and City Council, in which
the Mayor and eight Aldermen are elected separately.
The City Administrator implements the Council’s
goals and policies and works with all departments—
including police, public works, building, and water—
to ensure service provision. Wilmington has also
established six separate commissions and committees,
which include a Planning and Zoning Commission.
Members of the Planning and Zoning Commission are
appointed by the Mayor with City Council approval,
and are charged with administering planning and
land use regulations for the City and providing
recommendations to the City Council on a wide array
of land use and development issues.
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Residents in Wilmington have access to an array of
amenities, including those provided by local park and
library districts.
• Wilmington Island Park District is responsible
for programming and operating recreational
facilities, and partners with local residents to put
on special community events like the Island City
Classic Hockey Tournament.
• Wilmington Public Library District provides an
array of resources and services, with community
space and programs for all ages. Additionally,
the library regularly hosts Will County’s Mobile
Workforce Center to help residents with resume
development, cover letters, and job applications.
The library has a patron base of nearly 10,000 and
encompasses Wilmington and Florence Townships
and the majority of Wesley Township.
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Land Use
Livable communities depend on a mix of land uses
that provide the homes, jobs and businesses, civic
institutions, and open space that are essential for
daily living. An assessment of the existing land use
and development pattern in Downtown Wilmington
provides insights into how current land uses could
change in the future (Figure 3.2 and Table 3.1).
Nearly 40 percent of the land area in the Downtown
Wilmington study area is devoted to residential use,
primarily detached single-family homes. Single-family
and multi-family housing intermixes throughout
the downtown, with most multi-family development
consisting of one or two-story buildings that are
very similar in character to adjacent single-family
homes. Mixed-use parcels with residential dwellings
above ground-floor retail spaces are primarily located
along the IL Route 53 and IL Route 102 corridors.
Commercial development is also concentrated
along these two key corridors and includes retail
stores, offices, restaurants, and a motel. Many of the
commercial buildings are one to two stories with
minimal front setbacks and are served by on-street
parking or off-street parking located nearby.

Open space makes up 16 percent of Downtown
Wilmington’s total land area. While there is a small
park located at the main downtown intersection,
the majority of the open space is located within the
28-acre Island Park. About four percent of land in
Downtown Wilmington is vacant or undeveloped.
Vacant land is dispersed throughout the study area
with a high concentration of parcels located north of
IL Route 53 and along the east bank of the Kankakee
River.
Zoning and other development regulations play an
important role in determining the form and character
of existing and future development. Updating
development regulations to be consistent with a
community’s land use vision is often a critical step to
implementing a comprehensive or subarea plan.

Table 3.1 Downtown Wilmington Existing Land Use, 2010
Land Use

34%

Multi-family residential

6.9

4%

Mixed-use residential

1.3

1%

28.0

15%

1.5

1%

Institutional

26.6

14%

Open Space

28.6

16%

Transportation/Communication/
Utility/Waste

21.2

12%

7.6

4%

183.8

100%

Industrial

Vacant
Total
Source: CMAP 2010 Land Use Inventory.
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Percent

62.1

Commercial

Institutional land uses are scattered throughout the
downtown. Existing industrial uses are found along
the eastern border of the study area along IL Route
53 and adjacent to Forked Creek. Rights-of-way such
as roadways, railroads, and utility corridors occupy 12
percent of the land area in the downtown.

Acres

Single-family residential

Figure 3.2
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Population and Housing
Understanding the composition of the downtown and
demographic trends will help Wilmington respond to
the needs of its existing residents and businesses as
well as prepare for potential changes. The population
of Downtown Wilmington is relatively stable with
slightly less than 1,000 residents and is predominantly
White with a small but growing Latino population
(Table 3.2 and Table 3.3). The downtown population is
slightly younger than other areas of the region with a
median age of 34.9 (Table 3.4). The median household
income of downtown households ($55,698) is 26
percent lower than that of Will County ($75,906) and
11 percent lower than the region overall ($62,903).
Downtown areas are often key assets in providing a
balanced housing supply to ensure that all members
of the community have access to quality housing.
Downtowns can also help provide a mix of housing
types needed to allow older residents to age in place.
Understanding the current housing supply as well as
potential future demand will help Wilmington develop
a balanced mix of housing that serves current and
future populations and enhances livability.
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Approximately 58 percent of housing units in
Downtown Wilmington are single-family homes, which
is slightly more than the region as a whole (Figure
3.3). Downtown Wilmington has a similar proportion
of townhome and multi-family housing to that of the
region; however, more than 97 percent of those units
are renter-occupied compared to just 62 percent in the
region. Downtown Wilmington has more households in
the middle-income brackets than the rest of the region
(Figure 3.4). The proportion of owner-occupied units
is also higher than elsewhere in the region in every
income bracket except for those households making
less than $35,000 a year. Renter-occupied units make
up a larger proportion (75 percent) in these lower
income brackets when compared to the region (60
percent).

Table 3.2 Population and Households, 2014
Downtown Wilmington
Population, 2014

Region

962

682,108

8,487,546

-0.15%

34.90%

3.50%

2.5

3.0

2.7

$55,698*

$75,906

$62,903

Population change, 2000-10
Average Household Size, 2014
Median Income, 2014

Will County

*2016 ESRI Business Analyst estimate
Source: 2014 American Community Survey five-year estimates; 2000 and 2010 U.S. Census; ESRI Business Analyst.

Table 3.3. Race and Ethnicity in Downtown Wilmington, Will County, and Chicago Region, 2014
Downtown Wilmington
Count
White

Percent
886

Hispanic or Latino*

Will County

Region

Percent

Percent

92.1%

66.2%

52.5%

61

6.3%

16.1%

22.1%

Asian

5

0.5%

10.8%

17.1%

Black or African American

6

0.6%

4.8%

6.5%

Other**
Total Population

4

0.4%

2.1%

1.8%

962

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

*Includes Hispanic or Latino residents of any race
**Includes American Indian and Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, some other race, and two or more races
Source: 2014 American Community Survey five-year estimates.

Table 3.4 Age Cohorts and Median Age, 2014
Downtown Wilmington
Count

Percent

Will County

Region

Percent

Percent

Youth (under 19 years)

292

30.39%

30.54%

27.10%

Adults (20 to 64 years)

560

58.27%

59.24%

61.01%

Older Adults (65 years and over)

109

11.34%

10.22%

11.94%

34.9*

36.2

36.2

Median Age
*2016 ESRI Business Analyst estimate
Source: 2014 American Community Survey five-year estimates.
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Figure 3.3 Housing type by owner/renter in Downtown Wilmington and the Chicago Region

Source: 2014 American Community Survey five-year estimates.

Figure 3.4 Owner/Renter by Household Income in Downtown Wilmington and the Chicago Region

Source: 2014 American Community Survey five-year estimates.
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Economic Development
Employment

To prosper economically and sustain a high quality
of life, Wilmington and the Chicago region need
to maintain a diversity of business types, a skilled
workforce, and modern infrastructure. Industrial,
retail, and office development in Downtown
Wilmington are influenced by trends within the
community, but also the larger sub-regional and
regional markets for each sector. Understanding this
larger context will help the community move forward
with a plan that reflects market realities. Wilmington
is part of the Joliet Area industrial submarket and
Joliet/Central Will office and retail submarkets.

As of 2014, Downtown Wilmington businesses
provided a total of 309 primary jobs (Table 3.5). While
traditionally downtowns are thought of as retail and
restaurant destinations, the largest proportion of jobs
is provided by the construction (21.7 percent) and
information (19.4 percent) sectors. Retail trade and
accommodation and food services provide 19.1 percent
and 12.0 percent of jobs in the downtown respectively.
Of the nearly 400 employed downtown residents,
approximately 16 percent work in the City of
Wilmington and 16 percent work in Joliet. The
remainder of employed downtown residents work
in nearby communities, with no single destination
accounting for more than 1.7 percent of jobs occupied
by downtown residents. Downtown residents are
employed in a variety of sectors including education
(13.4 percent), health care (12.4 percent), retail
(12.1 percent), manufacturing (10.1 percent), and
construction (8.6 percent).

Table 3.5 Total Employment (Primary Jobs), 2005-2014*
Downtown Wilmington

Will County

Region

Private Employment, 2014

309

206,593

3,721,996

Change, 2005-14

-123

50,571

245,841

-28.5%

32.4%

7.1%

Change as %, 2005-14
*Figures exclude employees not covered by unemployment insurance
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Center for Economic Studies.

Table 3.6 Employment in the Community and of Residents, 2014
Employment in Downtown Wilmington
By Industry Sector

Count

Employment of Downtown Residents
Percent

By Industry Sector

Count

Percent

Construction

67

21.7% Educational Services

53

13.4%

Information

60

19.4% Health Care and Social Assistance

49

12.4%

Retail Trade

59

19.1% Retail Trade

48

12.1%

Accommodation and Food Services

37

12.0%

40

10.1%

Public Administration

22

34

8.6%

74

18.7%

Manufacturing

7.1% Construction

By Residence Location

By Employment Location

Wilmington

75

24.3% Wilmington

Coal City

25

8.1% Joliet

63

15.9%

Braidwood

14

4.5%

Minooka

12

3.0%

Lakewood Shores CDP

14

4.5%

Braidwood

11

2.8%

Joliet

12

3.9% Channahon

11

2.8%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Center for Economic Studies.
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Recent Developments

Municipal Revenue and Tax Base

Over the last 10 years, the City of Wilmington
has attracted several residential and industrial
developments (Figure 3.5). Nearly 900 new homes
(approximately half of which are townhome and
duplex units) have been built, are under construction,
or are proposed within the community and its
surrounding area. Logistics and warehousing
development is also underway in areas to the
northeast and northwest of the downtown. The most
significant recent development in Wilmington is the
construction of the 1,029-acre RidgePort Logistics
Center which will encompass more than 14 million
square feet of rail-served warehouse space when
complete. Approximately seven million square feet
has been developed to date with tenants including
Michelin and Consolidated Distribution Corp.

Ideally, local development decisions should make
effective use of land, generate good jobs, and trigger
sustainable economic activity. To achieve this, local
revenue streams must sustain public services and
infrastructure investments that attract and retain both
residents and businesses. When making decisions
regarding the types and balance of revenue that will
be used to fund public services, municipalities must
also consider other issues such as quality of life,
community, and economic development needs. The
City of Wilmington relies on a diversified revenue
stream, with funding coming from sales, property,
gaming, income, and other taxes with no one source
providing more than a quarter of its the total revenue.
Industrial properties make up 20 percent of the
City’s estimated total equalized assessed value
(EAV) compared to only 12 percent in Will County.
Wilmington’s larger share of industrial EAV reflects
the importance of industrial businesses to the local
economy (Table 3.7). Commercial properties make up
15 percent of EAV which is on par with the rest of
Will County. The retail sales per capita of $15,081 in
Wilmington is also similar to the $13,370 per capita in
the county.
Within Downtown Wilmington, EAV is split with
half contributed by commercial properties and half
contributed by residential properties.

Table 3.7 Equalized Assessed Value (EAV) by Property Type, 2014
Downtown Wilmington
Property Type

Estimated EAV*

Percent

Estimated EAV*

Will County

Percent

Percent

Residential EAV

$10,510,151

52.0%

$73,396,222

60.6%

71.4%

Commercial EAV

$9,610,620

47.5%

$18,160,140

15.0%

14.7%

Industrial EAV

$99,630

0.5%

$24,085,873

19.9%

12.1%

Railroad EAV

$0

0.0%

$0

0.0%

0.0%

Farm EAV

$0

0.0%

$5,138,833

4.2%

1.5%

Mineral EAV

$0

0.0%

$312,076

0.3%

0.4%

$20,220,401

100.0%

$121,093,144

100.0%

100.0%

$15,081

$13,370

Total EAV
Retail sales per capita
*Includes property tax exemptions.
Source: Illinois Department of Revenue.
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Natural Environment
Natural resources are some of the greatest assets
in Wilmington as well as the Chicago region. These
resources provide a number of ecosystem services,
such as clean air and water, habitat and biodiversity,
flood control, and climate regulation, among others.
In addition, the natural environment contributes
to community character and enhances quality of
life. Wilmington’s natural resources exist within
a larger network of water and land resources and
the community’s plans, policies, and development
decisions should work in concert with these assets to
achieve a sustainable and livable future.

Green Infrastructure
The regional Green Infrastructure Vision (GIV) is
a large-scale, multistate vision of interconnected
land and water resources and Figure 3.6 illustrates
the resources identified at the regional scale
for Downtown Wilmington. Most GIV areas are
surrounding the Kankakee River and Forked Creek.

Local Open Space
With the Forest Preserve District of Will County,
Illinois Department of Natural Resources, and U.S.
Forest Service, Wilmington residents have access
to a large amount of open space, approximately
154 acres of parkland per 1,000 residents. This
ratio is significantly higher than the GO TO 2040
recommendations of 10 acres per 1,000 people. Island
Park is the primary park in Downtown Wilmington
and is accessible by IL Route 53 and the Millrace Foot
Bridge. Island Park is used for many recreational
activities and contains a playground, baseball fields,
fishing areas, and picnic pavilions.

Water Source and Supply
Water availability has been a central ingredient to the
region’s economic prosperity and may play an even
larger role in years to come. The City of Wilmington
provides Kankakee River water to its residents and
businesses.
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Watersheds
The City of Wilmington is located within the
northwestern portion of the Kankakee River Basin.
Downtown Wilmington is divided between the Forked
Creek Watershed to the east and the Kankakee River
Watershed to the west. Watersheds are areas of land
that drain surface water to a specific point in the
landscape, such as a stream or a lake. Development
and land management practices that take place in one
section of the watershed can affect the water quality,
hydrology, and health of the entire watershed.

Floodplains
Floodplains are areas adjacent to waterways that are
susceptible to inundation by floodwater based on
different rainfall events. The regulatory floodplain,
commonly known as the 100-year floodplain, is
anticipated to flood when approximately 7.5 inches
of rain falls within a 24-hour period. Because of
urbanization and greater frequency and intensity of
rainstorms due to climate change, flooding within
Wilmington’s floodplain occurs more frequently and
may occur outside of floodplains. The regulatory
floodplains in Downtown Wilmington are largely
within undeveloped Island Park, though some areas of
the floodplain were developed with streets as well as
residential, commercial, and industrial land uses.
Flood damage is a reality faced by some residents of
Downtown Wilmington. The City experiences overbank
flooding from the Kankakee River and Forked Creek
within the study area. Overbank flooding occurs when
a river receives more rainwater than it can handle,
causing it to overtop its banks and flood streets
and properties within the floodplain. In Downtown
Wilmington, overbank flooding has caused significant
losses to vulnerable properties within the floodplain.
In June 2015, overbank flooding also threatened to
shut down operations at the Wilmington City Water
Plant, located about one mile northwest of downtown.

Storm and Sanitary Sewer System

Climate Resilience

Maintaining adequate public wastewater sewer
infrastructure is vital to public health and clean water.
The City of Wilmington maintains separated sanitary
and stormwater sewer systems. Wilmington is not
required to maintain a municipal separate stormwater
system (MS4) permit for stormwater discharges, but
does maintain a permit for its wastewater treatment
facility with the federal National Pollutant Discharge
Elimination System (NPDES) permit program. Local
drainage and sewer systems can become overwhelmed
in some locations due to the amount of stormwater
runoff generated by nearby properties; green
infrastructure practices can reduce the amount of
water flowing into sewers, reduce localized flooding
and basement backups, and improve water quality of
nearby rivers and streams.

Climate change has already begun to affect the
Chicago region, and will continue to bring more
frequent and intense storms, increased periods of
extreme heat and cold, and longer droughts. Local
impacts may include decreased livability, increased
costs to the public sector and private citizens as a
result of damage to infrastructure and property, and
even loss of life. In Downtown Wilmington specifically,
climate change will likely continue to increase flooding
in and around existing floodplains.
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Figure
3.63.6
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Transportation
A modern transportation system is indispensable;
residents must be able to travel quickly, easily,
and safely around Wilmington as well as the larger
Chicago region to sustain our economy and quality of
life. Businesses must be able to count on the timely
delivery of their goods. With an aging and congested
transportation system and limited funding, strategic
maintenance and modernization are necessary to
respond to mobility needs and trends.
Wilmington’s location provides excellent access to the
regional transportation network with close proximity
to major highways (Interstate 55), state routes (IL
Route 53 and IL Route 102), and freight (Union Pacific
Railroad and Burlington Northern Santa Fe). While
Wilmington is not served by Metra commuter rail or
fixed-route Pace suburban bus service, Pace bus offers
curb-to-curb service to residents of southwest Will
County through its Dial-a-Ride program. Sidewalks are
prevalent in the downtown, especially in residential
areas, and there are designated bicycle-friendly
roads along Kankakee Street and portions of Joliet
Street and River Street. The Millrace Foot Bridge trail
extends from the intersection of Jackson Street and
Water Street to Island Park.

Many residents in Downtown Wilmington drive alone
to work (81 percent) or carpool (16 percent), with a
majority traveling less than ten miles. Traffic counts
reflect the existing level of automobile usage on a
street (Figure 3.7). The streets carrying the highest
volumes of vehicles are IL Route 53 (10,300 vehicles
per day) and IL Route 102 (9,450 vehicles per day),
which are both maintained by the Illinois Department
of Transportation (IDOT). With these streets or street
segments outside of the City’s jurisdiction, the ability
to make improvements, control access, or unify the
streetscape requires coordination with IDOT.

Table 3.8 Mode of Travel to Work, 2014
Downtown Wilmington
Count
Work at Home*
Drive Alone
Carpool

Will County

Percent

Region

Percent

Percent

1

N/A

N/A

N/A

285

81%

87%

73%

55

16%

7%

9%

Transit

3

1%

4%

13%

Walk or Bike

9

3%

1%

4%

Other

1

0%

1%

1%

354

100%

100%

100%

Total Commuters
Source: American Community Survey 2014 5-year estimates.
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Truck volumes are also greatest along IL Route 53 and
IL Route 102, which are state designated truck routes.
Both corridors carry more than 500 trucks per day,
serving as major north-south connections between
interstate highways and industrial developments
including CenterPoint Intermodal Center in Elwood
and Joliet. Truck traffic is expected to increase with
further development of the RidgePort Logistics Center.
Interchange improvements are planned at Interstate
55 and Lorenzo Road including the widening of
existing roadways and the addition of auxiliary lanes
to better serve future development including the
RidgePort Logistics Center.
In addition to local and sub-regional street
improvements, a regionally significant transportation
project is planned in the Wilmington area. The 47mile, four-lane Illiana Expressway is envisioned as a
bypass of Interstate 80 for long-distance truck freight,
as well as an alternative for heavy truck travel that is
currently utilizing local roadways in Will County. The
growing concentration of intermodal activity in Will
County has driven an increase in truck traffic on local
roads that are not configured for heavy truck use. A
significant implementation challenge for the project
is planning for growth that supports reinvesting in
existing communities, pursuing opportunities for
more compact, walkable, and mixed-use development,
protecting the environment and preserving open
space, and providing a range of housing options. In
addition, a large volume of input was received during
the public comment period of the plan update process
regarding the Illiana Expressway, from stakeholders
who called for protecting regional environmental
assets, particularly Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie,
and maintaining a compact regional growth strategy.
Planning for the project has been paused by both
Indiana and Illinois.
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Figure 3.7 Traffic Volumes and Jurisdiction of Streets in Downtown Wilmington
Figure 3.7 Traffic Volumes and Jurisdiction of Streets in Downtown Wilmington
ALBANY
ST

AS
NE
T ST

0
20
ST

TURNER LN

B
WA

ST

H
ST

K EE

SH

AS

River
akee
Kank

A
WAB

ST

ST

ON

AS T
SE

K

BREMER ST

DANIELS ST

SHAKESPEARE ST

MILTON ST

13

JAMES AVE

E COUNTY RD

ST

A
AN K
SK

PA
R

T ST

T
ES

ELL
ST

T
FUL

N

00

AS
SE

TYR
C IN
SM

I TC H
SM
ON

ST

R
RIVE

ST

E ST

103

BYRON ST

ST

TT E

ST
AIN
SM

ST

LAUREL AVE

M

EL

210

ST

0

T
HS

LAU

D RIV

ST

LI
WIL

OA K

E

ST

ST

R
ATE
SW

E
VIN

REL

RYA N

LEXINGTON CT

ST

WILSHIRE CT

ET
ZA B

0

S PAR
K ST

945

ELI

ST

A MS

RIDGE ST

SUNSET DR

1234 Average Daily Traffic Count

Water

(

Rail Line

Signalized Intersection

Municipal

Downtown Wilmington Study Area

Private

Open Space

Community Profile

LUTHER DR

WE
S

PA
TH

County

E KAHLER RD

0

State

(
350

PL

LN

CK

Road Jurisdiction

W KAHLER RD

MAE ST

0
15
T
TS

LO

DR

S BUCHANAN ST

ES

T
LS

RN

S JOLIET ST

ST

T
ES
OLI V

R
PEA

BA

TO
W

(

OR
W BALTIM

T
IN G
AS H
SW

ST
S ON

ST

AY E
LAF

ST

ET
OL I
SJ

ID

ER

OR E

NY
R VE
CHE AY
W

BR

GE

F
JEF

T
ES

ST

T
NS

ST
S ON

IM
A LT
EB

(

TY R

T
LL S

ON

AI
NM

ST

K
JAC

C IN
NM

ST

EN

CHE

BU R

N GT

VA N

IT
NM

ST

L ST

N
IP L

I
A SH
NW

IE T

MI L

H
ND S
FR IE

S BUCHANAN ST

T
LS

OL
NJ

A
CA N

oad
ailr
cR
i
f
i
c

ST

a

Forked Creek

EE

nP

ST

AK
A NK
NK

io
Un

AG O

R
ATE
NW

RAILROAD ST

C
CHI

I
0

250

500

1,000
Feet

37

SECTION 4:
COMMUNITY
OUTREACH

The planning process emphasizes the use of outreach
and public engagement throughout the planning and
decision-making process. Public engagement events
conducted to date have been designed to ensure
that all residents and concerned parties have the
opportunity to participate in the planning process.
This section provides an overview of the community
engagement activities that have occurred so far
as well as a detailed summary of the issues and
opportunities that have been identified by stakeholders
in meetings, interviews, and focus groups. Moving
forward, as CMAP and City staff transition from
documenting existing conditions to developing plan
recommendations, public meetings will focus on
obtaining additional input on community desires
and aspirations and defining a vision for Downtown
Wilmington.

Community Outreach
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Steering Committee
The Steering Committee is tasked with providing
guidance and feedback on existing issues and
opportunities, developing central goals, reviewing plan
documents, and identifying stakeholders who should
be involved in the planning process. Composed of
individuals representing a wide variety of interests
and perspectives, the Steering Committee members
include:
• Rose Bobzin, Standard Bank
• Janet Cherbak, GLI Services, Inc.
• Jamie Donavan, Two Hounds Antiques
• Chris Francis, Oak Knoll Financial Strategies
• Steve Francis, Oak Knoll Financial Strategies
• Tom Hayden, Hayden’s Crossing
• Ryan Jeffries, Paraphernalia Antiques
• Frank Koehler, City of Wilmington
• Maria Meachum, Wilmington Public Library
District
• John Persic, City of Wilmington
• Gina Wysocki, Wilmington Plan Commission
• Tim Zlomie, Wilmington Fire Protection District
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Community Engagement
Activities
The community engagement process thus far has
included meeting with City officials and the project’s
Steering Committee, conducting a focus group
workshop with business owners and operators,
holding confidential interviews with community
stakeholders, and conducting a public workshop, to
better understand the opportunities and primary
issues to be addressed in Downtown Wilmington.
Collectively, these stakeholders brought up many
needs and challenges and their input helped to
frame the direction of this report and guide areas
for additional inquiry and research. General themes
highlighted by the workshops and key stakeholder
interviews are summarized in the next section.

Steering Committee Workshop
CMAP staff met with the Steering Committee on
January 19, 2017 to describe the planning process and
solicit input regarding perceived issues or concerns
that Steering Committee members would like to see
addressed in the Downtown Plan. The workshop
began with a presentation outlining the CMAP Local
Technical Assistance Program and the regional
comprehensive plan GO TO 2040. CMAP staff also
provided an overview of the project’s history to date,
the scope of work and community outreach strategy,
and the role of the Steering Committee in the planning
process. Following the presentation, CMAP staff led
a workshop exercise to identify Steering Committee
issues and concerns, potential improvements and
projects that could address those concerns, and
strengths of the downtown.

Key Stakeholder Interviews
Confidential interviews were held with 24 community
stakeholders representing a variety of interests. Key
stakeholders to be interviewed, including individuals
and representatives of broader organizations, were
identified by the members of the Steering Committee.
During the interview process, stakeholders were asked
to discuss what they viewed as key issues or concerns
facing Downtown Wilmington. The key stakeholder
interviews provided more detailed insight and
deepened the understanding of community dynamics
that are relevant to the creation of the Downtown
Plan.

Public Kickoff Workshop
CMAP staff and the City of Wilmington hosted a
public kickoff event at Wilmington City Hall on
March 22, 2017 to introduce the public to the planning
process, receive input on priorities, and learn about
the strengths and challenges facing Downtown
Wilmington. Over 40 residents, business owners, and
other stakeholders from the community attended.
Similar to the previous workshops, this workshop
began with an overview of the project’s history and
the scope of work. Following the presentation, CMAP
staff led a workshop exercise to identify issues and
concerns, potential improvements and projects that
could address those concerns, and strengths of the
downtown.

Downtown Business Workshop
CMAP staff and the City of Wilmington hosted a
workshop at Wilmington City Hall on March 13, 2017
to solicit input from business owners and operators
on the issues and opportunities facing Downtown
Wilmington. Twelve participants, including members
of the Wilmington Chamber of Commerce and
Downtown Merchants Association, identified issues
and concerns, potential improvements and projects
that could address those concerns, and strengths of
the downtown.

Community Outreach
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Key Themes
A wide variety of issues and opportunities were
identified by participants during the various
community engagement activities. Although opinions
were very diverse, certain key themes emerged from
the conversations:

Downtown Wilmington’s Image
Many outreach participants indicated that
Wilmington’s small-town charm appeals to residents
and visitors, and described the downtown’s historic
nature as a contributing factor in their decision to
move or locate their business to the City. In particular,
many are attracted to Downtown Wilmington’s
unique “mom and pop” shops, architectural character,
and position along the Kankakee River. There was
general consensus among participants in each
outreach exercise of having an interest in seeing the
City enhance its image through consistent, branded
signage, historic preservation, and beautification and
streetscaping projects. Many participants stated that
improving the overall appearance of downtown would
create a more satisfying and complete experience for
residents and visitors.

Signage
Signage was consistently brought up as essential
to increase visibility of the central business district
and Wilmington overall. Some business owners and
operators expressed concern regarding accessibility,
asserting that the closure of the Interstate 55
southbound exit at IL Route 129 for Wilmington in
2012 made it difficult for visitors to find the City
from the highway, and suggested that more signage
is needed along major roadways to direct travelers to
Wilmington. Others focused on the need for gateway
signage at the entrance to the City to provide visitors
with a sense of arrival and to inform them of the
location of the central business district and other
notable stops in town. Participants in each outreach
exercise generally agreed that consistent signage
used throughout Wilmington, clearly identifying the
entry, central business district, parking, and other key
landmarks, would create a unified identity and help
capture more Route 66 traffic.
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Historic Preservation
Many stakeholders expressed a desire to protect
Wilmington’s heritage and historic character
through the preservation of historic and cultural
resources. Several people suggested the adaptive
reuse and renovation of existing structures, such
as the highly visible Eagle Hotel and Launching
Pad. Other comments underscored a belief that
preservation efforts are too costly and that downtown
redevelopment efforts should move forward without
the any extra complications.

Beautification and Streetscape Improvements
Each outreach event highlighted a frustration
regarding the appearance of Downtown Wilmington.
It was common for residents and business owners
to comment on the inconsistent look of storefronts,
particularly along North Water Street, and the
presence of litter and overflowing garbage cans. Many
stakeholders felt that the downtown needs more curb
appeal overall and recommended painting the building
facades, regularly updating window displays in retail
stores, and adding flags, flowers, and other decorations
along the main corridors. A corridor cleanup day was
suggested during the business workshop as a way to
improve the appearance of the downtown and involve
local residents in the process.
Infrastructure projects to improve the pedestrian and
bicyclist experience were also suggested by outreach
participants. During the public workshop, several
residents suggested that the City focus on filling
gaps in the sidewalk, creating shared use paths, and
installing benches and bike racks. A few mentioned
that the City of Morris, with its historic downtown,
attractive pedestrian environment, and nearby
recreational opportunities, would be a great model for
Wilmington.

Business Mix

Parking

Many outreach participants recognized that
Wilmington’s wide selection of antique stores appeals
to visitors, but some also suggested that the City
should support a more diverse mix of businesses. A
sandwich shop or other limited service restaurant
was suggested as an ideal addition to Downtown
Wilmington. Participants in the business workshop
indicated that such a restaurant could be a popular
destination for visitors and downtown workers looking
for an alternative to the sit-down restaurants or to
take food “to go” and enjoy it at nearby Island Park.
Both residents and business owners stated that some
sort of lodging is needed, such as a bed and breakfast.

Parking was discussed during each outreach event
with many identifying parking supply and access as
fundamental challenges facing Downtown Wilmington.
More parking is said to be needed to attract
customers and new businesses to the downtown.
Several business owners claimed that finding parking,
particularly along North Water Street, is such a hassle
that the downtown has lost potential business as a
result. Parking was said to be especially scarce on
weekends and during events like the Water Street Flea
Market.

Some stakeholders also noted a desire for a new
mix of businesses that would encourage Wilmington
residents to go downtown more often. Comments
during each outreach exercise indicated that most
residents go downtown to visit the U.S. Post Office,
Park District, or restaurants and bars, and go
elsewhere to shop for clothes, groceries, and other
basic goods and services. The existing antique stores
mainly serve residents during the holiday season for
gift shopping. While a new mix of businesses was
a welcome idea for many residents, most business
owners were keen on preserving the small-town feel
and warned against the development of any big-box or
chain stores.

Several noted that better signage directing visitors
to nearby parking, including two municipal parking
lots located in close proximity to North Water Street,
would resolve the issue, while others identified specific
downtown properties where surface parking lots
could be developed. A few stakeholders commented
that parking along North Water Street would be more
readily available if business operators did not park in
front of their businesses. In addition to adding more
spaces, many agreed during the business workshop
that street re-striping is needed to better define
existing parking spaces, particularly where parallel
parking and angled parking are intermixed.

Truck Traffic
Truck traffic was also brought up as a key issue
facing Downtown Wilmington. Several outreach
participants noted that the closure of Walter Strawn
Drive in Elwood in 2015 relieved the heavy truck
traffic on IL Route 53, but the steady presence of
trucks continues to take a toll on the roads and
impact pedestrian safety in the downtown. In addition
to the trucks traveling to the intermodal centers in
Elwood and Joliet, increased volume is expected with
developments like RidgePort Logistics Center on the
west side of Interstate 55 in Wilmington.

Community Outreach
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Marketing

Municipal Capacity and Operations

Comments made at each outreach event highlighted a
frustration that the City doesn’t do more to promote
the downtown or advertise local businesses to
potential visitors. Several business owners mentioned
that when Route 66 travelers and other visitors stop
into their stores, it is not always a planned stop to
visit the downtown.

Several business owners and operators argued that
the City doesn’t do a good job enforcing its existing
ordinances in the commercial areas. Comments
indicated a perception that code enforcement is
not uniform and leads to an inconsistent look
throughout the City, as well as ill will felt by some
downtown business owners toward the City. Some
mentioned that vacant and neglected properties
are major eyesores. There were also complaints
regarding maintenance of landscaping and streets
in the downtown, with some noting the City’s limits
on capacity to perform this maintenance or support
future enhancements to public spaces.

Several business owners suggested that the City
develop a brochure to advertise the downtown,
including the locations and business hours of local
shops, and distribute the material “upstream” in
Chicago and other towns along Route 66. Gateway
signage was suggested as a strategy to help market
local businesses and the downtown. A “shop local”
campaign was also mentioned during the business
workshop as a way to specifically target Wilmington
residents. In contrast, a few business owners and
operators stated that they rely on word of mouth and
are satisfied marketing themselves independently.
Overall, many stakeholders thought that marketing
Wilmington’s historical, cultural, and natural assets
would help boost the existing economy and attract
new businesses. Some emphasized the small-town
charm, unique retail selection, and outdoor amenities,
while others focused on the downtown’s position
along the Route 66 corridor and its participation in
many special events throughout the year.
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Some comments during the business workshop cited a
need for additional assistance from the City for building
renovations. Participants highlighted the fact that
some businesses have benefited from the City’s facade
improvement program, but many business owners and
operators stated that additional incentive programs
are needed to support a wider range of improvements.
Stakeholders underscored a need for additional resources
to provide the needed assistance to businesses.

Open Space
Downtown Wilmington’s open space was widely
recognized as valuable in attracting residents and
visitors. Downtown Wilmington has great access
to Island Park and the Kankakee River, as well as
Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie, Des Plaines
Fish & Wildlife Area, and private outdoor clubs.
Many outreach participants suggested that the City
enhance and expand open space in the downtown and
improve connections to the surrounding recreational
trails and outdoor activities. Some noted that those
improvements could support the growing eco-tourism
industry and serve as an economic driver for the
central business district.

Island Park
Many outreach participants stated that Island Park
is a community asset, providing ample space for
outdoor activities like picnics, fishing, and baseball
games, but were not frequent users of the space. Some
local residents avoid Island Park because they are
uncomfortable with the presence of minority groups
from surrounding communities. Others cited the
poor conditions in the parks, stating that they don’t
visit the area because it floods frequently and the
standing water creates a mosquito problem. Several
people also mentioned that the playground equipment
needs to be replaced. Overall, participants in each
outreach exercise hoped to see Island Park developed
into a destination for riverfront recreation. Some
suggested developing a system of walking trails while
others focused on improving facilities for the most
popular activities, like fishing and sporting events.
Many residents and business owners hoped to see
some changes made to better link Island Park to the
downtown, as outlined in the Island Park Vision Plan.

Community Outreach

Kankakee River
During the public workshop, several stakeholders
expressed that the Kankakee River is underutilized
but represents a great opportunity for Downtown
Wilmington. Many suggested that the City develop a
riverwalk or boardwalk along the millrace and activate
the backside of the businesses along North Water
Street. Others suggested adding boat access, kayak and
paddleboard rental, and a canoe trail. A few business
owners and operators wanted to see development
around the Millrace Foot Bridge to provide a more
pleasant experience for pedestrians heading downtown
from Island Park and the river.
Many outreach participants stated that before the
City makes any improvements along the river, it
should first address dam safety. The dam’s dangerous
undertow has led to fatal accidents involving residents
and visitors, contributing to an overall decline in
use and a negative image of Wilmington. While
stakeholders expressed general concern regarding the
future of the dam, opinions were relatively split on
how to best address the safety issue. Some advocated
for removal of the dam, which would threaten to
eliminate Island Park and the millrace, while others
called for modification of the dam to eliminate the
force of the undertow while protecting the existing
open space.

Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie
Downtown Wilmington has great access to Midewin
National Tallgrass Prairie, Des Plaines State Fish and
Wildlife Area, and outdoor activities, such as fishing
and camping. Some outreach participants suggested
that these natural assets could be better connected to
Downtown Wilmington by completing a trail network
or adding bike rentals. A few suggested that the City
provide shopping, dining, and lodging to compliment
recreational and educational programming provided at
Midewin. This type of collaboration could help support
daylong or weekend trips.
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Diversity and Inclusion

Other Topics Frequently Mentioned

Many outreach participants recognized that
Wilmington’s small-town feel is appealing to residents
and visitors, and described the importance of adding
new businesses to Downtown Wilmington and
attracting travelers to support the local economy.
Opinions varied widely, but comments made at
workshops and during interviews indicated that
some within the community had a negative view
towards “outsiders.” Some described outdated
attitudes on race, ethnicity, and gender. A few
stakeholders expressed concern that these prejudices
could discourage prospective residents, workers,
and businesses from locating in the downtown and
ultimately prevent Wilmington from becoming more
economically competitive, not to mention maintaining
its status as a major tourist destination.

Several stakeholders wanted to see better
collaboration between the City and those organizations
focused on the downtown, including the Chamber of
Commerce, Downtown Merchants Association, Rotary
Club, and Wilmington Area Historical Society. Many
acknowledged that each group has a unique mission,
but still want to see more coordination in future
activities and projects.
When discussing infrastructure upgrades, many
business owners expressed concern about the vaults
and old coal chutes located beneath the sidewalks
along North Water Street. This unique condition was
viewed as a barrier, potentially making any future
infrastructure repairs cost prohibitive. There was also
interest in providing ADA accessibility throughout the
downtown.
In addition, a few outreach participants noted that
young people need more options for activities, and
suggested that the City build more modern sports
facilities or sponsor additional community events to
draw all ages to the downtown.
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Online Community
Survey
In addition to reaching community stakeholders
through face-to-face public workshops and key
stakeholder interviews, an interactive online survey
was created to educate the community about the
purpose of the project and seek input regarding
priority issues to be addressed in the Downtown Plan.
The online survey was launched on March 13, 2017
and remained active until April 28, 2017. During this
time, 263 people visited the site and 82 people gave
detailed feedback on top priorities for improvement in
Downtown Wilmington.

Survey Results
Users were asked to rate the importance of various
topics within community priorities, including
economic development, transportation, image and
identity, parks and open space, and housing. Users
were then asked to provide detail on the types of
development and amenities they felt Downtown
Wilmington needed within these various community
priorities. This information will help identify priorities
that are most important to the community and help to
develop informed plan recommendation.

Economic Development
Survey participants were asked what kind of nonresidential development they feel is needed in the
downtown. Several types of commercial development
appear to be of high value to community members,
particularly Retail Stores, Full-Service (Sit-Down)
Restaurants, and Entertainment Venues. Several
participants further commented that a grocery store
and pharmacy would be beneficial to Wilmington
residents.

Community Outreach

Transportation
Survey participants were asked to identify the types of
transportation assets most needed in the downtown.
Repaved Roads received the highest number of
votes; however, More Parking and More Sidewalks
appear to be of value as well. Improved Crosswalks
and More Bike Lanes were the least popular options,
but still received about a third of the votes. When
asked to provide further comments on the state of
Transportation in Downtown Wilmington, survey
participants regularly mentioned the need for repaved
roads and new sidewalks to promote safer travel for
both drivers and pedestrians. Many mentioned that
the large volume of trucks disrupts traffic flow in
downtown.

Image and Identity
Survey participants were asked to select the types of
aesthetic upgrades most needed by the community.
Better Maintenance received the most votes followed
by Building Façade Improvements and Streetscaping.
When asked to provide further comments on the
state of Image and Identity in Downtown Wilmington,
survey participants regularly noted the need to attract
new businesses and more visitors to downtown.
Suggestions included adding signage, preserving
historic architecture, and scheduling more community
events throughout the year (in addition to Catfish
Days).
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Parks and Open Space
Survey participants were asked to select the types
of natural amenities most needed by the community.
Island Park Improvements received the most votes
followed by Better Stormwater Management. More
Local Parks was the least popular option. When asked
to provide further comments on the state of Parks
and Open Space in Downtown Wilmington, survey
participants regularly noted the need to maintain
and improve upon the quality of Island Park as a
community amenity. Suggestions included improving
river access and safety, and installing new playground
equipment, modern recreational facilities, and
restrooms to draw more families.

Housing
Survey participants were also asked what kind
of residential development they feel is needed in
Downtown Wilmington. Of five options, Single Family
Homes received the largest number of votes (nearly
double any other option), with notable interest in
Affordable Housing and Townhomes as well. Senior
Housing was the least desired option out of those
available. Survey participants regularly noted that the
quantity of housing is adequate, but highlighted the
need to revitalize single-family homes and apartments
to elevate the overall quality of existing housing and
improve “curb appeal” in the downtown.
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Online Mapping
Online survey participants were also provided with
access to an online mapping tool that allowed users
to create their own custom map of Downtown
Wilmington, highlighting various place-specific issues
and opportunities in the community. A total of 212
points of interest were created on the Downtown
Wilmington Online Map, representing comments,
ideas, and feedback.

Figure 4.1 Safety Online Mapping Input

Users were able to locate six different map pin types
including Safety, Development Priority, Mobility,
Parks and Open Space, Image and Identity, and
Other. Detailed comments could also be entered after
locating a point on the map. Trends and comments
have been summarized for each pin type.

Safety
Approximately 14 percent of all survey responses
dealt with safety concerns. Of these pins, the vast
majority noted locations where pedestrian safety
needs improvement. Pins within this category appear
to be concentrated in specific spaces along IL Route
53, including the intersections at North Water Street/
IL Route 102, Main Street, and Kankakee Street.
Community comments in this category mention the
dangerous conditions surrounding Wilmington Dam
and note that the City’s warning signs are often
ignored.

Figure 4.2 Development Priority Online Mapping Input

Development Priority
Over a quarter of the markers pinned (27 percent) on
the map were related to spaces deemed development
priorities. Of these pins, the majority identified vacant
or blighted properties that need to be addressed for
the community’s future well-being, in addition to
calling for greater retail and restaurant development.
Comments were concentrated along North Water
Street and at the eastern entrance to downtown.
Many cited the need to renovate antique stores in the
downtown and reopen or redevelop the Launching
Pad as a gateway feature. Pins within this category
highlighted other specific sites, including the vacant
block at Kankakee Street and Jackson Street and the
Eagle Hotel.
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Mobility

Figure 4.3 Mobility Online Mapping Input

Concerns of mobility received fewer comments
than other pin types, contributing only about seven
percent of all comments made in the online map.
Of these comments, many dealt with the need for
improved pedestrian access and sidewalks. Pins are
concentrated around the intersection of IL Route
53 and North Water Street/IL Route 102, which
was noted as a problematic intersection by survey
respondents. Comments within this category highlight
the need for better buffers between pedestrians and
traffic, as well as areas where better crossings are
needed to accommodate children and seniors.

Parks and Open Space
Approximately 15 percent of all survey responses dealt
with parks and open space. Of these pins, the vast
majority noted locations where parks and open space
needs improvement; it is therefore unsurprising that
the map depicts a concentration of pins within this
category in Island Park. A common theme among the
comments was the need for improved maintenance
and new recreational options, including playgrounds
and walking/biking trails. Several also expressed a
desire for the Wilmington Island Park District and
the City to take a more active role in developing
programming and repairing, updating, and maintaining
the parks. Some comments mentioned concerns about
erosion and flooding.
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Figure 4.4 Parks and Open Space Online Mapping Input

Image and Identity

Figure 4.5 Image and Identity Online Mapping Input

Approximately 36 percent of all pins placed were
related to Downtown Wilmington’s image and identity.
Many of these pins were used to denote areas with
poor appearance or historical significance. The map
depicts a concentration of pins within this category
along North Water Street/IL Route 102, particularly
north of IL Route 53, and IL Route 53, predominantly
at the Launching Pad and on the island. The majority
of community comments highlighted the need to
“spruce up” the look of downtown businesses and
Route 66 attractions, and many called for better
signage and wayfinding.

Other
Comments made for other community concerns were
the fewest in number, accounting for only about two
percent of all online map comments. These comments
were pinned along North Water Street/IL Route 102,
Kankakee Street, and at the Oakwood Cemetery. These
comments varied in content, but highlighted the need
for more parking in downtown and underscored the
desire to see the Eagle Hotel revitalized. One comment
called for a pedestrian bridge to link Island Park to a
proposed park at the west end of Elizabeth Street.

Community Outreach

Figure 4.6 Other Comments Online Mapping Input
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SECTION 5:
Built Environment

This section describes the existing land use and the
built environment in Downtown Wilmington, with a
focus on City zoning and housing. This section also
provides an overview of the Wilmington Area Historical
Society and several historic buildings located in the
downtown.

Key Findings
• Downtown Wilmington encompasses ten
zoning districts, providing development
standards for a range of residential, business,
and industrial uses. Downtown Wilmington
has a diverse land use mix, including singlefamily homes, parks, retail stores, restaurants,
and offices, among other uses. However, certain
zoning districts are duplicative of other districts,
and some zoning districts do not include key
development standards, such as minimum lot area
and minimum lot width, which can help create a
sense of place in each district.
• In Downtown Wilmington, the majority
of commercial properties are zoned to
accommodate auto-oriented commercial
development that serves Wilmington and
the surrounding communities. The main
thoroughfares, IL Route 53 and IL Route 102, are
major state routes; it is therefore unsurprising
that the properties along and adjacent to these
roads are zoned for auto-oriented shopping and
services. Conversely, very few properties in the
study area are zoned to serve local residents and
accommodate pedestrian-oriented commercial
development.

• Downtown Wilmington’s housing stock is
more diverse and older than the rest of the
City. Approximately 53 percent of the housing
stock is comprised of townhomes and other multiunit dwelling buildings and more than 26 percent
of all housing units predate World War II.
• Downtown Wilmington has a significant
number of historic buildings and landmarks.
Eight historic buildings and sites are located
within the study area, including the Eagle
Hotel and Route 66. These historic sites can be
maintained through various historic preservation
initiatives, but the anticipated expiration of the
National Park Service’s Route 66 Preservation
Program could impact the City’s ability to preserve
landmarks along the Route 66 corridor.

• The City created a unique zoning district
for the downtown. The Wilmington Zoning
Ordinance provides a tailored set of uses that are
“characteristic of downtown” in the B2-A Central
Business District. Mixed use development is
permitted, and commercial uses are exempt from
off-street parking requirements.

Built Environment

53

Development Regulations
Adopted in January 2000, the Wilmington Zoning
Ordinance regulates 16 zoning districts in the City.
Each zoning district has different development
standards which are intended to implement the City’s
Comprehensive Plan, facilitate orderly development,
and promote health, safety, and general welfare. The
Ordinance regulates ten districts within the study
area, including residential, business, and industrial
uses (Figure 5.1).

Zoning Districts and Uses
In Downtown Wilmington, residential districts
encompass the largest amount of zoned land. The
R-1 Residential District and R-2 Residential District
comprise the most land and are intended to maintain
the low and medium density single-family character
of the downtown. Business districts are the second
largest and are primarily located along IL Route 53
and IL Route 102/North Water Street, with additional
concentrations along Main Street and Kankakee Street.
The B-1 Neighborhood Commercial District is intended
to provide uses meeting the day-to-day convenience
shopping and service needs of persons residing in the
district and adjacent residential areas. The B-2 Light
Commercial District and B-3 General Commercial
District are both intended to accommodate the needs
of a larger consumer population than that served by
the B-1 district and permit a wider range of retail and
commercial uses.
The B2-A Central Business District, located
exclusively along IL Route 102/North Water Street
between Jefferson Street to Mill Street, is intended
to provide retail, office, and residential uses that are
“characteristic of the downtown.“ The B2-A district
allows all of the permitted uses in the B-2 district
as well as mixed-use development (residential uses
permitted above the ground floor). Finally, the I-1
Office, Research and Light Industrial District is
primarily located along North Water Street north
of Mill Street. It is intended to be a low intensity
industrial zone that allows for offices, warehousing,
and light manufacturing in or adjacent to residential
neighborhoods.
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A summary of the specifications for main types
of uses in existing zoning districts in Downtown
Wilmington is provided in Table 5.1.
In 2008, the Ordinance was updated to include an
overlay district, called the Lowland Conservancy
Overlay District. It provides specific standards for
the City’s flood prone and environmentally sensitive
areas. The requirements apply to all lots within
regulated wetlands and streams, as well as lots lying
wholly or in part within areas serving as floodplain
or stormwater storage areas. The Ordinance refers
to a “Lowland Conservancy District Map” to define
district boundaries, but the map is not included in the
document.

Figure 5.1
in Downtown
Wilmington
Figure
5.1Zoning
Zoning
in Downtown
Wilmington
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Table 5.1 Summary Zoning Regulations in Downtown Wilmington
Zoning District

Uses

Min. Lot Area

Min. Lot
Width

Max. Height

Max. Lot
Coverage

Min. Front
Setback

Residential Districts
R-1 Residential
District

Single-family detached dwellings

10,000 sq ft

75 ft

30 ft

n/a

30 ft

R-2 Residential
District

Single-family detached dwellings

7,500 sq ft

60 ft

30 ft

n/a

20 ft

R-3 Residential
District

Single-family detached dwellings

10,000 sq ft

75 ft

30 ft

n/a

25 ft

Two-family dwellings

12,000 sq ft

80 ft

30 ft

n/a

25 ft

Single-family attached dwellings

20,000 sq ft

120 ft

35 ft

n/a

25 ft

Two-family dwellings

12,000 sq ft

80 ft

35 ft

n/a

25 ft

R-4 Residential
District

R-5 Residential
District

Single-family detached dwellings

10,000 sq ft

80 ft

35 ft

n/a

25 ft

Multiple-family dwelling units

30,000 sq ft

120 ft

35 ft

n/a

25 ft

Single-family attached dwellings

20,000 sq ft

120 ft

35 ft

n/a

25 ft

Two-family dwellings

12,000 sq ft

80 ft

35 ft

n/a

25 ft

Single-family detached dwellings

10,000 sq ft

75 ft

35 ft

n/a

25 ft

Business Districts
R-B Restricted
Business District

Any use permitted in the R-4
District; Various commercial
businesses and professional offices

n/a

100 ft

45 ft

40%

25 ft

B-1 Neighborhood
Commercial
District

Various limited sales and service
facilities that constitute a
convenience or essential service to
residents in the immediate area

n/a

100 ft

45 ft

70%

25 ft

B-2 Light
Commercial
District

Various retail and service facilities
that serve the needs of a wider
population that the B-1 District

n/a

100 ft

45 ft

70%

40 ft

B-2A Central
Business District

Various retail, office, and residential
uses that are characteristic of
“downtown” Wilmington

n/a

100 ft

45 ft

n/a

n/a

B-3 General
Commercial
District

Various retail and wholesale
commercial activities that serve the
needs of residents in the immediate
area and its surrounding areas

n/a

100 ft

45 ft

70%

40 ft

Various research and development
activities, office, warehousing, and
light manufacturing facilities

n/a

n/a

45 ft

40%

50 ft

Industrial Districts
I-1 Office,
Research and
Light Industrial
District

Source: City of Wilmington Code of Ordinances.
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Off-Street Parking

Landscape Standards

The purpose of the Ordinance’s off-street parking
requirements is to provide for safe and efficient
traffic circulation, ensure an appropriate quantity of
vehicular parking areas to support a variety of land
uses, and provide for adequate site access and loading
facilities. For all residential uses, the minimum parking
requirement is two spaces per dwelling unit. For
commercial uses, the minimum parking requirements
vary by use, but are generally determined according
to gross floor area. Retail stores are required to
provide one space for every 200 square feet of gross
floor area; offices are required to provide one space
for every 250 square feet of gross floor area; and
restaurants are required to provide one space for
every three seats, plus one space for every employee.
For commercial districts, parking can be located in
the front, side, or rear yard. Bicycle parking is not
required for any uses.

The Ordinance does not have a dedicated section
for landscape standards, but some requirements are
interspersed throughout the document. In the parking
section, the Ordinance requires all yards and open
spaces surrounding parking areas to be landscaped
with trees and shrubs, although the document does
not provide any specific requirements or standards
for location, design, or installation. Landscape and
screening requirements are included in the district
requirements for large-scale industrial districts, but
these districts are located outside of the Downtown
Wilmington study area.

All non-residential uses in the B2-A Central
Business District are exempt from off-street parking
requirements. Although it is not required, some
businesses in this district do provide parking in the
side or rear yards. These off-street parking spaces
help to reduce parking congestion along North Water
Street.

Street trees, which can aid in beautifying and
shading a community, are not required; it is therefore
unsurprising that the downtown lacks consistent and
appropriately spaced trees in its commercial districts.
Street trees are more prevalent along the parkway in
the residential districts.

Signs
The purpose of the Ordinance’s sign requirements
is to protect public safety, create a more attractive
economic climate, and enhance the overall physical
appearance of the City. In commercial districts,
monument signs, pole signs, wall signs, and temporary
signs, such as banner signs and inflatable devices,
are allowed with a permit. Portable commercial signs,
such as A-frame signs or sandwich boards, do not
require a permit, so long as they are displayed during
business hours and do not block or pose a hazard to
pedestrians or vehicular traffic.
Temporary event signs require a permit and can be
displayed up to four times per year for 30 days at
a time. The restrictions on the display period could
make it difficult to advertise regular events like the
Water Street Market, which takes place the first
Saturday of every month from April to October.

Built Environment

Housing
Housing Stock
Most recent housing construction has taken place
outside of the downtown study area, with only 41
new units built in the study area between 2000 and
2014 (compared to 382 units citywide). In Downtown
Wilmington, approximately 26 percent of the
housing stock was built before 1940, compared to
approximately 13 percent in the City and seven percent
in the county. The majority of housing units were
constructed in the downtown by 1970 (64 percent).
Approximately seven percent of housing units were
built after 2000, a far lower percentage that in the City
(15 percent), the county (28 percent), and the region
(12 percent).

The City of Wilmington contains a variety of housing
types. There are 2,514 housing units within the City
and approximately 65 percent are single-family homes.
Similarly, in the downtown study area, single-family
homes are the dominant housing type (47 percent),
but the housing stock is more diverse overall. The
housing stock in Downtown Wilmington includes
a greater share of multi-unit housing options, with
2-unit buildings (13 percent), 3 to 4-unit buildings (13
percent), and multifamily buildings over five units (19
percent).
Homes in Downtown Wilmington tend to be smaller
than average, compared to the City, Will County, and
the region. Over 65 percent of housing units in the
study area are studios, one bedroom units, or two
bedroom units, compared to approximately 49 percent
in the City, 26 percent in the county, and 45 percent in
the region.

In Downtown Wilmington, housing values are similar
to the City as a whole. Approximately 38 percent of
the downtown housing stock is valued at less than
$150,000, which is a slightly higher share than the City
(35 percent) but significantly higher than the county
(23 percent). Factors contributing to lower housing
values might include an older housing stock and
smaller housing size than is typical in other areas of
Wilmington and Will County as a whole.

Table 5.2 Housing Type
Downtown Wilmington
Count

Percent

Wilmington
Count

Will County

Percent

Count

Region

Percent

Count

Percent

Single, detached

255

47.0%

1,636

65.1%

176,865

75.3%

1,685,749

50.4%

Single, attached

41

7.6%

237

9.4%

28,808

12.3%

255,610

7.6%

2 Units

73

13.4%

172

6.8%

4,926

2.1%

238,424

7.1%

3 to 4 Units

69

12.7%

177

7.0%

5,644

2.4%

284,138

8.5%

5+ Units

105

19.3%

292

11.6%

18,799

8.0%

882,766

26.4%

Housing Units*

543

100.0%

2,514

100.0%

235,042

100.0%

3,346,687

100.0%

*Total, excluding mobile, boat, RV, van, etc.
Source: 2010-2014 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.

Table 5.3 Housing Size (Number of Bedroom)
Downtown Wilmington
Count

Percent

Will County

Percent

Count

Region

Percent

Count

Percent

0-1 Bedroom

93

16.9%

324

12.8%

14,077

5.9%

547,667

16.2%

2 Bedrooms

269

48.9%

910

35.8%

47,809

20.0%

969,600

28.7%

3 Bedrooms

156

28.4%

1,085

42.7%

98,475

41.3%

1,134,273

33.6%

4 Bedrooms

21

3.8%

168

6.6%

65,701

27.6%

568,547

16.9%

5 Bedrooms
Total Housing Units

11

2.0%

52

2.0%

12,459

5.2%

153,059

4.5%

550

100.0%

2,539

100.0%

238,521

100.0%

3,373,146

100.0%

Source: 2010-2014 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.
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Housing Affordability
One of the most essential elements necessary to
understand local housing dynamics is the concept of
housing affordability. “Affordable housing” is a relative
measure that varies from household to household, but
an affordable housing unit is generally considered one
that a household can own or rent for no more than 30
percent of its income. Households that pay more than
30 percent of income on monthly housing costs are
referred to as “cost-burdened.”

A similar share of renters in Downtown Wilmington
are cost-burdened, with approximately 28 percent of
renters spending at least 30 percent of their income
on monthly housing costs. The proportion of renter
cost-burdened households in Downtown Wilmington
is similar to that of the City (29 percent) and
significantly lower than the county and the region
(both at 49 percent).

It is estimated that approximately 27 percent of
homeowners in Downtown Wilmington are currently
cost-burdened. This proportion is larger that
elsewhere in Wilmington (22 percent), but lower
than in Will County (33 percent) and the region (35
percent).

Table 5.4 Housing Age
Downtown Wilmington
Count

Percent

Wilmington
Count

Will County

Percent

Count

Region

Percent

Count

Percent

Built 2000 and after

41

7.5%

382

15.0%

66,613

27.9%

408,209

12.1%

Built 1970 to 2000

157

28.6%

799

31.5%

109,814

46.0%

1,124,575

33.3%

Built 1940 to 1970

207

37.6%

1,020

40.2%

44,455

18.6%

1,059,077

31.4%

Built 1939 or earlier

145

26.4%

338

13.3%

17,639

7.4%

781,285

23.2%

Total Housing Units

550

100.0%

2,539

100.0%

238,521

100.0%

3,373,146

100.0%

Source: 2010-2014 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.

Table 5.5 Housing Value
Downtown Wilmington
Count
Less than $150,000

Percent

82

37.8%

$150,000 to $299,999

102

47.0%

$300,000 to $499,999

21

9.7%

$500,000 or more
Total*

Wilmington
Count
518

Will County

Percent

Count

Region

Percent

34.6%

42,966

23.5%

781

52.1%

94,408

150

10.0%

36,360

Count

Percent

483,696

24.5%

51.6%

851,397

43.1%

19.9%

425,965

21.5%

12

5.5%

49

3.3%

9,179

5.0%

216,491

11.0%

217

100.0%

1,498

100.0%

182,913

100.0%

1,977,549

100.0%

Source: 2010-2014 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.

Table 5.6 Percent of Households Paying More Than 30 Percent of Income on Monthly Owner Costs
Downtown Wilmington
Count

Percent

Wilmington
Count

Will County

Percent

Count

Region

Percent

Count

Percent

Owner-Occupied Units

62

26.8%

335

22.4%

60,685

33.2%

692,309

35.0%

Renter-Occupied Units

54

27.6%

227

29.1%

19,771

48.9%

530,176

49.1%

Source: 2010-2014 American Community Survey, U.S. Census Bureau.
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Historic Preservation
Downtown Wilmington’s rich history contributes
to a unique local character and sense of place. The
Wilmington Area Historical Society, founded in
1977, has over 60 members and works to collect and
preserve documents, photographs, and artifacts that
are considered important pieces of Wilmington’s
history. The Wilmington Area Historical Society
currently meets in Wilmington’s Old City Hall, and
previously convened in the Eagle Hotel. Both buildings
have historical significance and are located in the
downtown.

National Register of Historic Places
In Downtown Wilmington, the Eagle Hotel and SmallTowle House are listed on the National Register of
Historic Places.
• The Eagle Hotel opened in the late 1830s to
accommodate farmers traveling to Wilmington to
use the local grist mill. The building, which was
operated as an inn, tavern, warehouse, and general
store, served the customers of Wilmington’s early
industries. The Wilmington Area Historical Society
purchased the building in 1982 and converted it
into a museum, but a fire damaged the interior in
1990 and the building is currently vacant. It has
since been sold by the historical society and is
privately-owned.
• Small-Towle House is a historic residence built in
the mid-1860. The building is an excellent example
of an Upright and Wing residence with Greek
Revival and Italianate detailing. Although several
homes were constructed in this style throughout
Wilmington during the late 1800s, Small-Towle
House stands as the most intact representation of
this historic housing type. One of the early owners
of the house was John H. Daniels, Wilmington’s
first mayor.
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Will County Register of Historic Landmarks
Similarly, the Will County Register of Historic
Landmarks recognizes properties, structures,
and natural features located within Will County
which are worthy of preservation, rehabilitation, or
restoration because of historic, scenic, or architectural
significance. In Downtown Wilmington, Old City Hall,
Aldrich-Schuttenhouse (Octagon House), Dr. Edwin
R. Willard House, McGinnis-Kahler-Hackett House,
Small-Towle House, and North Island City Memorial
Flagpole are designated as historic landmarks.
A key difference between the National Register
property designation and Will County landmark
status is that the National Register designation is
primarily honorary and the Will County landmark
status is protective. The Will County Preservation
Ordinance protects designated landmarks from any
alteration, construction, or demolition and requires the
maintenance of any designated landmark.
The historic properties in Downtown Wilmington
are eligible for a number of financial incentives,
including the Federal Tax Credits for National Register
Properties, Federal Tax Credits for Non-Historic
Buildings Built Before 1936, Illinois Tax Assessment
Freeze Program for Historic Residences, and
Landmarks Illinois Heritage Fund Grant.

Route 66
Community outreach during the planning process
indicated that Route 66 is a key asset and main
economic driver for the downtown. In 2017,
Landmarks Illinois included Route 66 on its list
of Most Endangered Historic Places in Illinois.
Landmarks Illinois’ annual list aims to focus
attention on sites threatened by deterioration, lack
of maintenance, insufficient funds, or inappropriate
development and to bolster local advocacy efforts
and build support for each property’s eventual
preservation. The current political climate was cited as
a key reason for including Route 66 on the endangered
list. Funding to the federal Route 66 Scenic Byway
program has been cut, and the National Park Service’s
Route 66 Corridor Preservation Program is set
to legislatively expire by 2019. Loss of the Route
66 Corridor Preservation Program would impact
the ability of Route 66 communities to preserve
landmarks and historic structures. In 2002 and 2003,
the program supported the creation of a preservation
plan and roof rehabilitation for the Eagle Hotel.
If the National Park Service does not extend this
matching-grant program, states, historic preservation
groups, and Route 66 associations will need to take on
more of the responsibility for preservation of Route
66. To preserve the unique historic character of the
“Mother Road,” Landmarks Illinois supports active
legislation to permanently designate Route 66 as a
National Historic Trail. The designation would set
aside preservation funds annually.

Built Environment

SECTION 6:
LOCAL ECONOMY
AND TOURISM

This section discusses the economic conditions in
Downtown Wilmington. The downtown has many
locally owned retail shops located off Route 66, which
sell a wide variety of antiques, collectibles, and vintage
items. The business mix in this area of Wilmington
is primarily tourist-focused and faces challenges
attracting residents. However, the downtown has
several key sites that could potentially spur economic
growth and attract more residents and visitors to the
central business district.

Key Findings
• The business mix in Downtown Wilmington
has a high concentration of antique and
specialty shops, and caters more to tourists
than residents. The central business district,
particularly along North Water Street, serves
unique niches and attracts patrons from an area
considerably larger than the City. Several anchor
institutions, like the Wilmington Island Park
District and Wilmington Public Library, attract
residents to the study area, but those residents go
elsewhere for day-to-day shopping.
• Retail vacancy in Downtown Wilmington is
low overall, but vacant buildings are located
in key gateway locations. The empty Launching
Pad Drive-In and Eagle Hotel are positioned at
the entrances to Wilmington and the downtown
shopping district, and do not present the study
area as “open for business.” Additionally, vacant or
underutilized storefronts along North Water Street
interrupt the active line of businesses and impact
the pedestrian shopping experience.
• Retail demand data indicate potential to
capture retail dollars currently being spent
outside of the market area. Leakage in
General Merchandise Stores, Clothing & Clothing
Accessory Stores, and Food Services & Drinking
Places may represent an opportunity for new or
expanded commercial development in Downtown
Wilmington.

Local Economy and Tourism

• Route 66 draws domestic and international
tourists to the area. Downtown Wilmington
offers Route 66 travelers unique shopping, dining,
and photo opportunities. Additional recreational
and historical assets, like Midewin National
Tallgrass Prairie and the Abraham Lincoln
National Cemetery, also draw tourists to the area.
Wayfinding and directional signage could help
unify these destinations and allow visitors to
better plan their visit to Wilmington.
• The City of Wilmington does not have a
central marketing campaign. The City and its
business associations advertise individual retail
shops, restaurants, and Route 66 attractions
through their websites and participate in special
events, but do not produce marketing materials
or engage in other promotional efforts to increase
awareness of and visitation to Downtown
Wilmington. Some downtown businesses receive
marketing assistance from the Heritage Corridor
Convention and Visitors Bureau to increase visitor
attendance.

63

Downtown Wilmington
Business Mix
The majority of businesses along North Water Street
are specialty shops, selling a wide variety of antiques,
collectibles, and vintage items. Conveniently located
off Route 66, this historic shopping district is also
peppered with restaurants and bars serving burgers,
sandwiches, pizza, and other American fare. Additional
antique shops are located along IL Route 102, where
there is a greater variety of commercial uses and
service providers such as banks, insurance agencies,
and law offices. Businesses along IL Route 53 are more
auto-focused, including a gas station and multiple
auto parts stores. There are also small-scale office and
retail properties in downtown catering to a variety of
service needs such as real estate and legal services, as
well as personal service businesses, like hair salons.
There are several financial and insurance service
providers located downtown.
Although Downtown Wilmington has some nonspecialty retail stores and service-oriented businesses,
there is a general perception that downtown lacks a
variety of retailers and does not meet the needs of
local residents. Residents who attended the public
kickoff meeting indicated interest in more shopping
destinations and restaurants along IL Route 53 and
North Water Street to attract locals to the area.
Increasing the number of typical retail businesses
in Downtown Wilmington could help capture those
residents traveling downtown to visit the Post Office
or Wilmington Island Park District on North Water
Street. Wilmington Public Library and the Mar Theatre
also attract residents to the downtown, but are not
located directly on the main corridors.
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Downtown Wilmington has relatively low commercial
vacancy overall, but those vacant commercial buildings
are located in highly visible locations throughout the
study area. The Launching Pad Drive-In restaurant,
which closed in 2010, sits at the eastern entrance to
Wilmington and the Eagle Hotel is located at the main
downtown intersection of IL Route 53 and IL Route
102/North Water Street. Other vacant or underutilized
buildings are located along IL Route 102 and North
Water Street, straddling the main intersection and
gateway to the downtown shopping district.
Currently, there are no economic development tools
or incentives available to new or existing businesses
in Downtown Wilmington. The City offered facade
improvement grants to cover 50 percent of a project’s
costs, up to $5,000, but the matching grant program is
no longer active.
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Local Competition

Retail Gap Analysis

With a large share of specialty retail stores
located downtown, many residents travel to other
commercial areas to do their daily shopping. Two
other commercial corridors are located within a mile
of the downtown study area. Along IL Route 53 there
is a Berkot’s grocery store and Family Dollar store
on the west side of the Kankakee River. Along IL
Route 102 there is Bellettini Foods grocery store and
Ace Hardware just south of the study area. These
commercial corridors have more typical retail and
service-oriented businesses and therefore serve a
wider range of resident and tourist customers than
Downtown Wilmington.

A retail gap analysis was used to estimate support
for new retail development in Downtown Wilmington.
For the purposes of this analysis, retail supply
and demand data were analyzed for a primary and
secondary market area. The primary market area for
stores located in Downtown Wilmington is defined as
the area within a 10-minute drive of the intersection of
IL Route 53 and IL Route 102/North Water Street. The
secondary market area is defined as the area within a
15-minute drive of the same intersection. The retail gap
analysis compares the sales of businesses (“supply”)
with what consumers spend (“demand”) to determine
the amount of retail leakage or surplus occurring
across various retail categories.

Several existing concentrations of retail in
surrounding communities compete with the
Wilmington retail market. The following is a list of
major shopping centers within a 30-minute drive of
Downtown Wilmington, including their gross leasable
area in square footage:
• Meadowview Shopping Center, Kankakee – 323,974
sq ft;
• Bradley Commons, Bourbonnais – 501,848 sq ft,
and;
• Shorewood Commons, Shorewood – 185,000 sq ft.

• Retail Leakage. When consumers spend more in
a given retail category than what businesses earn
(demand > supply) in the market area, it means
that consumers are spending dollars outside of
the area. This is referred to as “leakage,” and is
displayed in green on the accompanying table.
Retail categories experiencing leakage represent
potential opportunities for growth, as local demand
for these goods and services already exists, but is
unmet by existing retail supply.
• Surplus. Conversely, when businesses earn
more than consumers spend (supply > demand)
in a market area, the market is saturated with
customers from both within and outside the area.
This is referred to as a “surplus,” and is depicted
in red on the accompanying table. It can be
challenging for new retail development to succeed
in a retail category experiencing a surplus.
• Potential. Potential for retail development is
calculated by dividing unmet retail demand by
sales-per-square-foot. This yields an estimate of
additional retail square feet that could potentially
be supported within the market area. For the
purposes of this analysis it is assumed that the
retailers average $500 per-square-foot in sales
annually. Retail potential within a given retail
category is significant if retail potential is larger
than the typical store size in that category.
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Primary Market Area – 10-Minute Drive Time

Secondary Market Area – 15-Minute Drive Time

Retail leakage is occurring within the primary market
area with demand outpacing supply by $1.7 million in
sales. Although opportunities may exist, the market
is relatively saturated with limited unmet demand
within any given retail category. When excluding
non-store retailers and retailers that utilize outdoor
space for sales, this translates to approximately 77,000
square feet of retail demand that could potentially
be captured by new storefronts within Downtown
Wilmington. The 10-minute drive time covers all
of Downtown Wilmington and extends slightly
beyond the Wilmington municipal limits. It contains
approximately 12,000 people in 5,000 households,
with a median disposable income of $45,000. No retail
categories appear to be experiencing a significant
amount of surplus demand or excess of supply within
the primary market area. This indicates that existing
retail is currently meeting the needs of households
within a 10-minute drive of the downtown.

The secondary market area is undersupplied by $127.2
million. The 15-minute drive time contains roughly
25,000 people in 9,500 households with a median
disposable income is $49,000. The 15-minute drive
time extends north and south along Interstate 55, east
along Peotone Road, and west along Coal City Road,
encompassing parts of Braidwood, Channahon, and
Elwood.
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While demand is outpacing supply in nearly all retail
categories, only the Clothing & Clothing Accessories,
General Merchandise, and Food Services & Drinking
Places categories appear to have significant unmet
demand capable of supporting new retail locations
(where retail potential is at least as large as a typical
retail store in that category).
Community outreach during the planning process has
indicated a community desire for a greater variety of
neighborhood-oriented retail as well as dining options.
Though modest in scale, retail leakage across a variety
of categories demonstrates a potential to capture
retail dollars currently being spent outside of the
market area. Retail gap data indicate that facilitating
desired retail expansion (either in the form of new
retailers or expanding existing businesses) will require
attracting patrons from the larger 15-minute drive time
market area. This area is also within the market area
of competing commercial districts in Shorewood and
Joliet (IL Route 59 corridor), Bourbonnais (Interstate
57), New Lenox (Lincoln Highway), and Morris
(Interstate 55). Capitalizing on this opportunity for
development will depend on competitively positioning
opportunities for development within Wilmington
based a variety of factors, including the availability of
land, construction costs, rents, access, adjacent uses,
and exposure and visibility.

Table 6.1 Retail Gap Analysis Summary, 10- & 15-minute Drive Time Market Areas, 2016
Summary Demographics

10-Minute Drive Time

15-Minute Drive Time

Population

11,972

Households

4,683

9,492

Median Disposable Income

$45,488

$48,920

Per Capita Income

$27,442

$27,803

Retail Gap by Market Area ($M)

10-Minute Drive Time

24,673

15-Minute Drive Time

Total Retail Trade and Food & Drink

$1.7

$127.2

Total Retail Trade

$3.3

$120.1

($1.6)

$7.1

Total Food & Drink
Source: ESRI Business Analyst.

10-Minute Drive Time
Retail Gap by Industry Group

Retail Gap ($M)

15-Minute Drive Time

Potential* (sf)

Retail Gap ($M)

Potential* (sf)

Motor Vehicle & Parts Dealers

($5.7)

N/A

$26.1

N/A

Furniture & Home Furnishings Stores

($0.2)

-

$4.4

8,742

Electronics & Appliance Stores

$2.8

5,580

$9.3

18,696

Bldg Materials, Garden Equip. & Supply
Stores

$0.4

839

$5.4

10,830

Food & Beverage Stores

($17.3)

-

$4.7

9,493

Health & Personal Care Stores

($0.2)

-

$4.1

8,240

Gasoline Stations

($15.7)

N/A

($24.7)

N/A

Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores

$5.9

11,825

$13.3

26,626

Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book & Music
Stores

$0.9

1,734

$3.5

7,090

$23.4

46,783

$54.9

109,827

Miscellaneous Store Retailers

$5.2

10,414

$11.4

22,843

Nonstore Retailers

$3.9

N/A

$7.5

N/A

($1.6)

-

$7.1

14,238

General Merchandise Stores

Food Services & Drinking Places

*Potential based on an average annual sales per-square-foot of $500
Not applicable (N/A) to nonstore retailers retailers that utilize outdoor space for sales
Source: ESRI Business Analyst.
Retail Leakage. GREEN values represent retail categories where current consumer demand exceeds existing retail supply.
This is referred to as “leakage,” and may represent potential growth opportunities for goods and services in that retail category.
Surplus. RED values represent retail categories where businesses supply more good and services than consumers spend in that category.
This is referred to as a “surplus,” and may represent a challenge to new retailers seeking to expand in the given market area.
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Tourism
Each year, tens of thousands of visitors, spending
millions of dollars, explore Illinois on Route 66. These
domestic and international travelers are in search
of the highway’s unique historic character, including
classic dining stops, unique photo opportunities,
and vintage buildings and signs. In addition to
experiencing Route 66, visitors are drawn to the area
for its recreational opportunities, historic landmarks,
and sports venues, including the Midewin National
Tallgrass Prairie, I&M Canal National Heritage Area,
Abraham Lincoln National Cemetery, and Chicagoland
Speedway. According to the U.S. Travel Data Center,
Will County saw a boost in tourism in 2015, when
visitors to the county brought over $642 million
to the local economy (a 2.7 percent increase from
2014). Tourist spending represents a valued “import”
of economic stimulus and can help to anchor the
downtown in many small communities.
Tourism is a major contributor to the local economy
and will be a key topic for the Wilmington Downtown
Plan. To supplement the Existing Conditions Report,
a detailed market analysis is being developed to
evaluate potential for future retail and tourism. The
analysis will consider Wilmington’s historical, cultural,
and natural assets and identify opportunities for
additional businesses or services that could potentially
locate within and support a thriving central business
district in Wilmington. The analysis will compare
Downtown Wilmington to other communities that are
similar in size, demographics, historical significance,
transportation access, and other key characteristics.
Key findings from this report will help develop plan
recommendations.
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Figure 6.3 Route 66 in Illinois

Source: Illinois Route 66 Scenic Byway.

Route 66 Attractions
Route 66, also known as the “Main Street of America”
or the “Mother Road,” was one of the original
highways within the U.S. highway system. In the
1920s, the creation of Route 66 gained popularity as
the shortest year-round route between the Midwest
and the Southwest. As Americans bought cars and
journeyed on the highways after World War II, a
unique roadside culture of diners, motels, and tourist
kitsch became synonymous with Route 66. When the
interstate highway system was created in the 1950s
and provided more efficient transportation routes,
Route 66 became less important for highway travel
and the local economies of communities along the
historic route suffered. Today, Route 66 remains a
popular destination among travelers seeking to have a
uniquely American experience along the open road.
Wilmington is located about 68 miles from the start
of the 2,400-mile highway in Chicago, and provides
visitors an opportunity to visit a number of Route
66 attractions, shop and dine, and access a range of
outdoor recreation areas in and around Wilmington.
Several Route 66 attractions are located within the
downtown study area:
• Gemini Giant (810 E. Baltimore St). Located
at the eastern entrance to Wilmington, the
Gemini Giant is a popular photo stop for Route
66 travelers. The 30-foot-tall fiberglass “Muffler
Man” is named after the Gemini space program,
and sports an astronaut’s space helmet and holds
a silver rocket ship in his hands. The Gemini Giant
is located in the parking lot of the Launching Pad
Drive-In.
• Sinclair Dinosaur (200 E. Baltimore St).
Further west on IL Route 53, a second fiberglass
statue is located on the roof of G&D Tires. This
80-pound dinosaur was installed in 2001 and
replaced the original statue which was installed on
top of the building when a Sinclair service station
opened at this location in 1963. The International
Fiberglass Company began constructing the
dinosaurs for Sinclair Oil Corporation in 1930.
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• Eagle Hotel (100 N. Water St). The Eagle Hotel
was built as a stage stop and hotel in 1836. Since
then it has also been a warehouse, tavern, bank,
and storefront. The hotel is one of the oldest
commercial structures along Illinois Route 66.
• Mar Theatre (121 S. Main St). This 300-seat
movie theater has been featuring first-run films
since it opened in 1937. The original stage and
decorative ceiling are intact and much of the
original architectural hardware and lighting fixtures
are still in use. The original marquee displays
movie times.
• Route 66 Experience Hub. The Route 66
Experience Hub is located on the island near the
Millrace Foot Bridge, and is one in a series that
marks Route 66 attractions throughout Illinois. The
kiosk highlights the location of Wilmington along
Route 66 and calls attention to the nearby Gemini
Giant and Eagle Hotel.
Wilmington has many of the hallmarks of a typical
Route 66 community. The Gemini Giant, for example,
is an iconic sculpture that creates a unique photo
opportunity, much like the Lauterbach Muffler Man in
Springfield and the Bunyon Giant in Atlanta. However,
compared to other popular communities along Route
66, Wilmington does not offer other common features
like Route 66-themed retail, distinct wayfinding and
directional signage, and support amenities such as bike
share or electric car charging stations. Additionally,
there are few accommodation options. Aside from the
Van Duyne Motel, which has 25 rooms and is located
on the island, Wilmington has one other hotel and it
is located on Lorenzo Road, west of Interstate 55 and
about five miles from Downtown Wilmington.
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Special Events
The City of Wilmington and its business associations
participate in and help host several annual events
in the downtown that celebrate Wilmington and its
position along Route 66. In the spring, Wilmington
and 12 other communities along the 90-mile “linear
museum” sponsor the Illinois Route 66 Red Carpet
Corridor Festival. The two-day festival features a
variety of activities and attractions in each town,
including free museum admission and commemorative
gifts. Wilmington participates by putting on a flea
market, contests, food vendors, and live music,
and offering a “bison shuttle” to Midewin National
Tallgrass Prairie. In the summer, the four-day Catfish
Days festival attracts many residents and visitors to
Island Park and the downtown. During the annual
event, Downtown Wilmington features catfish dinner
specials at a number of local restaurants and activities
for all ages, including carnival rides and parades. The
Wilmington Chamber of Commerce sponsors a Catfish
Days committee to coordinate the festival.
Other events take place in Downtown Wilmington to
highlight local businesses and encourage residents
to come downtown throughout the year. In the
fall, Bewitched on Route 66 features a flea market,
scarecrow contest, and games for kids. In the
winter, downtown businesses stay open late, provide
refreshments, and offer special holiday sales during
An Evening on Water Street. In the summer, the
Wilmington Rotary Club’s car show showcases classic
cars in the downtown. From April to October, the
Water Street Market occurs on the first Saturday of
the month along North Water Street.
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Marketing
The City of Wilmington includes tourism information
on its website, including Route 66 attractions,
specialty stores and restaurants, and local events,
and a physical welcome center is located inside the
Wilmington Island Park District. The Wilmington
Chamber of Commerce and Downtown Merchants
Association also advertise their member businesses
and community events through their websites, and
provide links to other websites that highlight popular
places and events along Route 66.
In addition to these local efforts, some businesses in
Downtown Wilmington are members of the Heritage
Corridor Convention and Visitors Bureau (CVB).
Heritage Corridor CVB assists communities and
local businesses in capitalizing on their Route 66
tourism opportunity by assisting in strategic planning,
marketing, and grant assistance. Members are
featured on the Heritage Corridor CVB website and
in regional advertising campaigns. Heritage Corridor
CVB produces advertisements and other marketing
pieces to help highlight the area and encourage visits,
and attends various trade and travel shows, both
domestically and internationally, promoting the area
and its attractions. The group also helps members
with marketing.

Local Economy and Tourism
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SECTION 7:
TRANSPORTATION

This section provides information on the existing
transportation system within Downtown Wilmington,
with a focus on streets and pedestrian and bicycle
infrastructure. There are several transportationrelated issues impacting quality of life in Downtown
Wilmington including truck traffic and inadequate
pedestrian infrastructure. Addressing these issues is
further complicated by the expansion of logistics and
industrial development near the study area and limited
financial resources to undertake large capital projects.

Key Findings
• Downtown Wilmington provides excellent
access to the region’s freight network. In
addition to easy interstate access, IL Route 53
and IL Route 102 are Class II designated truck
routes that serve nearby intermodal facilities
including CenterPoint Intermodal Center in Joliet
and Elwood and RidgePort Logistics Center in
Wilmington. Capitalizing on these transportation
assets has allowed Will County to develop as an
intermodal hub, but the regular flow of truck traffic
presents challenges for bicycle and pedestrian
transportation in Downtown Wilmington.
• Downtown Wilmington has a high volume
of truck traffic, but average daily counts of
commercial vehicles have decreased in recent
years. While both IL Route 53 and IL Route 102
carry more than 500 trucks per day, numbers have
dropped significantly since 2007.
• Outreach participants identified parking as a
major issue in Downtown Wilmington. Onstreet parking spaces are said to be limited along
North Water Street and free, off-street parking
lots are underutilized. Some outreach participants
said that the municipal parking lots located on
Main Street and the island are underused because
they are too far from downtown businesses and
restaurants, and residents and visitors don’t want
to walk. Others noted the lack of signage and
thought visitors to the shopping district may be
unaware of the two parking lots.
Transportation

• Downtown Wilmington generally lacks bicycle
infrastructure. While residential areas can be
more safely travelled by bicycling along a roadway,
primary routes including IL Route 53, North Water
Street, and IL Route 102 are problematic for
non-auto traffic. The Will County Bikeway Plan
and Route 66 Trail Concept Plan recommend the
installation of a bike trail along IL Route 53 that
would greatly enhance north-south connectivity in
the study area.
• Downtown Wilmington has a nearly complete
network of sidewalks, but gaps in the
connections and amenities for pedestrians
discourage walking. Although sidewalks are
available on both sides of most roads in the
study area, frequent curb cuts, proximity to fastmoving traffic, and lack of streetscaping elements
can make walking uncomfortable and unsafe,
particularly along IL Route 53.
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Roadway and Freight
Network
Functional Classification

Principal and Strategic Regional Arterials

Wilmington provides convenient access to major
highways and state routes, including Interstate
55, located just west of the City, and IL Route 53
and IL Route 102, which pass through the study
area. Downtown Wilmington has a diverse network
of roadways, including principal and strategic
regional arterials, major collectors, and local streets.
Roads perform three vital roles in a community
– mobility, commerce, and civic life. Functional
classifications describe the character of the roads
in terms of vehicular mobility rather than design or
surrounding context. The following is a breakdown
of thoroughfares in Downtown Wilmington based
on IDOT’s functional classification of the roads and
analysis of their context and design.

IL Route 53 and IL Route 102 are principal arterials
that pass through Downtown Wilmington. IL Route
53 is also part of the Illinois Strategic Regional
Arterials (SRA) system. The SRA system is intended
to carry larger volumes of traffic at higher speeds as
a compliment the region’s expressway system. The
most significant route within the study area, IL Route
53 carries traffic to and from Interstate 80 to the
north and Interstate 55 to the southwest and has the
highest average traffic count within the study area at
10,300 vehicles per day. IL Route 53 is also a Class II
truck route, which draws significant truck traffic to
and from the intermodal facilities and distribution and
warehousing areas surrounding downtown.

Interstates
No interstate roadways pass through the study area,
but Interstate 55 touches a portion of the City’s
northern and western boundaries. The interstate
provides easy access from the surrounding region,
but also affects the flow of traffic on local roadways,
particularly since it is a Class I truck route. Full
interchanges are located at North River Road, Lorenzo
Road, and IL Route 113, with a half interchange at
IL Route 129. The southbound ramp from Interstate
55 to southbound IL Route 129 closed in 2012. Some
business owners and operators noted that the closure
affected the amount of traffic coming to the downtown
from Interstate 55 and has hurt local businesses.
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IL Route 102 is another principal arterial linking
Downtown Wilmington with Interstate 57 and IL
Route 52 to the southeast and has an average daily
traffic count of 9,450 as it passes through the study
area. Both arterials contain one moving lane in each
direction with occasional center turning lanes at
intersections. Both IL Route 53 and IL Route 102 fall
under the jurisdiction of IDOT, meaning Wilmington
must coordinate with IDOT officials to maintain the
roadways, make improvements, control access, or
install streetscaping.

Major Collectors
Downtown Wilmington has one major collector
road, Kankakee Street, which is designed to funnel
traffic from local roads to the arterials and highways.
Kankakee Street falls under the jurisdiction of the City
and provides north-south access through the study
area. Kankakee Street connects Downtown Wilmington
to River Road and Kankakee River Drive (Peotone
Road) to the north, IL Route 53 within the study
area, and Kahler Road and IL Route 102 to the south.
Kankakee Street has one travel lane in each direction
and an average daily traffic count of 2,100.

Local Roads
The remaining streets in Downtown Wilmington are
classified as local roads and their central mobility
role is to provide access to commercial developments
and residential neighborhoods. The travel speeds and
traffic volumes are low and mostly consist of one
moving lane in each direction. Local streets are also
under the jurisdiction of the City.

Parking
Downtown Wilmington has both on-street and offstreet parking options for residents and visitors.
On-street parking is readily available along local roads
and is provided in designated spaces along North
Water Street, IL Route 102 (north of Jefferson Street),
and Kankakee Street (south of IL Route 53). The
on-street parking along North Water Street features
a combination of parallel and angled parking, though
some community stakeholders noted that the spaces
are not clearly marked. Field observations by CMAP
staff identified cars parked at various angles, including
one car parked parallel in the angled parking section
of North Water Street.
Downtown Wilmington also offers parking through
two free municipal parking lots. One parking lot
is located on the island, just north of IL Route 53,
with direct access to Downtown Wilmington via the
Millrace Foot Bridge. Another municipal parking lot
is located along Main Street, one block northeast of
downtown’s main intersection. Some stakeholders
mentioned that these off-street parking options are
not well utilized because they are located too far
away from downtown businesses and restaurants.
Others believed the parking is underutilized because
there are no signs to notify visitors of these off-street
parking opportunities or direct them from the main
thoroughfares.

Transportation
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Freight
Will County Community Friendly Freight Mobility
Plan

Wilmington is located approximately 10 miles from
the 6,500-acre CenterPoint Intermodal Center (CIC).
CIC is reported to be the largest master-planned
inland port in North America. The facility is anchored
by the Union-Pacific-Joliet Intermodal Terminal and
the BNSF Logistics Park-Chicago in nearby Joliet and
Elwood. Industrial development including substantial
warehousing and logistics projects has also been
expanding in the areas surrounding the CIC, including
the RidgePort Logistics Center in Wilmington, which
will encompass more than 14 million square feet of
rail-served warehouse space when complete. Because
of Wilmington’s proximity to interstate highways,
rail lines, and these sizeable intermodal facilities in
Wilmington, Elwood, and Joliet, freight traffic has a
significant impact on the City.

In anticipation of continued growth in the freight
industry, Will County and the Will County Center for
Economic Development began developing the Will
County Community Friendly Freight Mobility Plan in
2016. The draft plan includes an analysis of current
and future freight issues and needs related to freight
mobility, land-use integration, workforce development,
education and training, and community livability.
Public concerns related to safety and security, truck
traffic, and mobility, especially in residential areas
adjacent to freight-related uses, are also addressed.
Once completed, the plan will provide strategies
to guide freight policies, programs, projects, and
investments in a community-friendly manner. The first
of three open houses was held in Wilmington in May
2017 to solicit input related to freight and workforce
programs, policies, and projects.

Truck Traffic
Truck traffic congestion is especially significant within
Downtown Wilmington, where two Class II truck
routes (IL Route 53 and IL Route 102) pass through
the study area. According to 2015 traffic counts, IL
Route 53 carries the largest truck volume (716 trucks)
compared to IL Route 102 (536 trucks). Despite the
region’s expanding intermodal facilities, truck volume
in the study area has declined overall in recent years.
The reduced truck volume is likely due to the closing
of Walter Strawn Drive in Elwood in early 2015.
Walter Strawn Drive served as the primary connector
between CIC and IL Route 53, and closing the rail
crossing has diverted trucks to alternate routes.
Table 7.1 Traffic Volumes
IL Route 102 (Water Street) from
IL Route 53 to Kankakee Street
2007

2011

2015

IL Route 53 (Baltimore Street)
From Water Street to 216th Avenue

Change:
2007-2015

2007

2011

2015

Change:
2007-2015

Passenger Vehicles

9,687

9,202

9,637

-50
(-1%)

9,415

8,067

10,355

940
(+10%)

Single-Unit Trucks

1,035

730

217

-818
(-79%)

1,563

366

269

-1,294
(-83%)

Multi-Unit Trucks

554

363

319

-235
(-42%)

498

548

447

-51
(-10%)

11,276

10,295

10,173

-1,103
(-10%)

11,476

8,981

11,071

-405
(-4%)

Total

Source: Illinois Department of Transportation.
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Bicycling and Walking
Non-motorized transportation is an important
component of a community’s transportation system.
While motorized transportation modes primarily
focus on fast, efficient movement of people and
goods, bicycle and pedestrian circulation address
transportation needs while also improving a
community’s character, health, and quality of life.

Bike Routes and Trails
Downtown Wilmington does not have any marked bike
routes or trails. While Kankakee Street and portions
of Joliet Street and River Street are designated
“bicycle-friendly” by Google Maps, meaning the widths
of travel lanes and moderate traffic speeds make
them more comfortable for cyclists, many outreach
participants said they avoid biking in downtown.
Stakeholders expressed unease regarding riding
along IL Route 53 and IL Route 102 citing high traffic
volumes and a high density of driveways and curb
cuts surrounding commercial destinations. Without
any dedicated bike infrastructure, these narrow, highspeed arterial roads also make it difficult for cyclists
to comfortably and safely access Island Park and other
nearby open space.
Downtown Wilmington has limited bicycle parking
facilities. Bike racks are located on the island, at the
west end of the Millrace Foot Bridge, and in front of
the Mar Theatre on Main Street.
Previous plans and studies, including the Will County
Bikeway Plan and Route 66 Trail Concept Plan, have
recommended bike improvements along IL Route
53 running through Downtown Wilmington. These
improvements, including shared streets, dedicated
bike lanes, and sidepaths, would connect cyclists to
regional routes like the Midewin National Tallgrass
Prairie Trail and Route 66. The planning process to
create the Wilmington Downtown Plan will further
evaluate these concepts.
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Strava Data
In the absence of a more thorough bicycling audit,
it is difficult to say with certainty where people are
bicycling most – or whether most cycling trips are
primarily for recreation or for transportation. One
source of information about cyclists’ travel routes is
Strava Labs Global Heat Map. This map visualizes the
routes and the aggregated volume of cyclists using
the Strava app on their smartphones as they ride. An
obvious caveat regarding Strava Labs’ data is that it
applies only to people actively using the app. These
users tend to be serious, confident, and experienced
cyclists who are more likely to be bicycling for fitness
and recreation than for transportation; they may often
be riding in groups or with cycling clubs. They are
less likely to be low income riders, and more likely
to be male. Nevertheless, in the absence of better
data, Strava data is useful since cyclists of all levels
and abilities tend to seek out and utilize safe and
convenient routes and avoid less safe, higher stress
routes.

Figure 7.4 Strava Heat Map of Downtown Wilmington

Strava Labs is a project of Strava Inc., a bicycle ride and run tracking and
sharing app. Strava Labs does not produce a legend for their heat map. The map
represents generalized frequency of rides by Strava users. Red lines indicate
more users, blue lines fewer users. Thicker and darker lines mean more users.
Source: Strava Labs.

The Strava heat map shows a high volume of
bicyclists traveling through Downtown Wilmington
along IL Route 53, as well as North Water Street
and IL Route 102. These corridors are used to reach
nearby trails such as Henslow Trail to the north,
Wauponsee Glacial Trail to the east, and the Kankakee
River Trail to the southeast. Interestingly, these
maps show only moderate usage along Google Maps’
identified bicycle-friendly roads.
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Sidewalks and Pedestrian Crossings
Sidewalks, which provide a dedicated right-of-way for
pedestrians, represent the most basic and essential
element in walkable communities. However, the mere
presence of sidewalks does not guarantee that travel
on foot will be safe, comfortable, and convenient.
Sidewalks vary in quality and in the experience
they offer to those who use them. Issues such as
obstructions, poor maintenance, lack of accessibility
features, insufficient width, proximity to high-speed
traffic, and gaps in the network can limit the utility
and function of sidewalks. Sidewalks along highspeed, high-volume roadways with no separation or
buffer are especially inadequate. Although such an
arrangement meets the basic requirement of providing
a walkway, the danger and discomfort of walking along
such facilities discourages walking.

Barriers
Downtown Wilmington has a nearly complete sidewalk
network, with sidewalks on both sides of most roads,
but many residents and other stakeholders said that
walking in downtown is usually not comfortable.
IL Route 53 presents a major pedestrian barrier. Its
fast-moving, heavy traffic combined with frequent
curb cuts and sidewalk gaps can create dangerous
conditions for pedestrians. Gaps or inconsistencies
in the sidewalk network are generally found east of
Washington Street. Where sidewalks do exist along
this corridor, they lack parkways with street trees
or on-street parking that would serve as a buffer
for pedestrians. Additionally, there are very few
defined crosswalks to provide safe passage. With the
exception of the intersection at North Water Street/
IL Route 102, there is only one marked crosswalk,
located at North Park Street. The North Park Street
pedestrian crossing is marked (painted), but does not
have any pedestrian signals.
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Streetscaping
Sidewalks provide for a more active street life that
can have positive social and economic development
benefits. Streetscape elements, such as pedestrian
furnishings, paving, lighting, and street trees and
landscaping, can make a street comfortable and
interesting for pedestrians. These elements are
largely absent from the IL Route 53 and IL Route
102 corridors, but are used to promote walkability in
strategic locations within the study area.
North Water Street is a major commercial
thoroughfare in Downtown Wilmington that connects
travelers along IL Route 53 to Wilmington’s unique
retail market. Although the sidewalks are not much
wider than those along IL Route 53, walking along
this corridor is more comfortable because the row
of on-street parking buffers pedestrians from traffic.
Low speeds of vehicular traffic also contribute to a
safer pedestrian environment. The overall streetscape
design along North Water Street is more conducive
to an active pedestrian environment where people can
easily interface with one another and with businesses.
The frontage zone, or section of the sidewalk that
functions as an extension of the building, features
decorative storefronts, entryways, awnings, and
benches which improve the appearance of the sidewalk
and comfort of pedestrians. Businesses use rear alleys
for loading, service, and deliveries, eliminating the
need for curb cuts across the sidewalk and allowing
for an uninterrupted streetwall. The street furniture
zone, or section of the sidewalk between the curb and
pedestrian walkway, includes trashcans and lighting.
Pedestrian access between Downtown Wilmington and
the north end of Island Park is safe and accessible
via the Millrace Foot Bridge. The bridge crosses the
Kankakee River at Jackson Street and connects the
heart of Downtown Wilmington to parking and open
space on the island. Some outreach participants
expressed interest in seeing this area, which currently
includes grass and picnic tables, further developed
to include more attractive, not merely functional,
streetscape elements that would create a more
pleasant pedestrian environment.

Safety
Although the intersection at IL Route 53 and North
Water Street/IL Route 102 features defined crosswalks
and pedestrian signals, it is still the most dangerous
intersection for pedestrians in Downtown Wilmington.
Three reported crashes between pedestrians and
automobiles occurred here between 2010 and 2014.
Though there were no fatalities, all three incidents
resulted in pedestrian injuries, with each taking place
in daylight on dry roadway surfaces.
The study area featured three bicycle crashes as well,
with all occurring on IL Route 53 and IL Route 102.
There were no fatalities in the three crashes, and only
one resulted in an injury, but all caused property
damage. Two of these three accidents took place in
daylight and all were on dry roadway surfaces.
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SECTION 8:
natural
environment

This section provides information on the environmental
features in Downtown Wilmington, including its water
resources, parks, and other open space. The central
business district boasts an array of natural resources,
including the Kankakee River, Forked Creek, and Island
Park. Regional open space attractions like Midewin
National Tallgrass Prairie provide additional access to
natural areas and a wide range of ecosystem services.

Key Findings
• The Kankakee River provides Downtown
Wilmington with drinking water, wildlife
habitat, and a number of recreation activities,
including fishing, canoeing, and kayaking. The
river’s conservation and quality-of-life benefits are
overshadowed by the presence of two dangerous,
high-risk dams, which pose a significant threat to
public safety. The uncertain future of the dams has
limited the City’s ability to plan for the future of
the downtown area.

• Flooding from the Kankakee River and Forked
Creek poses a substantial risk to properties
in the downtown area, including Island Park.
The frequency and intensity of large storms is
expected to increase in the future, which will
continue to put the community at risk.

• The presence of the Kankakee River along the
western edge of the central business district
could be better utilized. Engagement efforts
with the community have found a strong desire
to build better connections between the riverfront
and downtown through improved amenities.
• Wilmington residents and visitors enjoy
access to a large amount of parks and open
space. Island Park offers passive and active
recreation opportunities, community event
space, and pleasant views of the river. Downtown
Wilmington is located within a larger network of
high-quality open space that includes Midewin
National Tallgrass Prairie and a patchwork of
forest preserves and other public lands. Promotion
of these resources will not only improve the health
and vitality of the downtown, it can also lead to
expanded ecotourism and sustainable economic
development.

Natural Environment
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Water Resources
Located at the confluence of the Kankakee River and
Forked Creek, Wilmington has long been shaped by
its water resources. These assets are central to the
community’s identity as “The Island City” and provide
a number of tangible benefits, including clean drinking
water and recreational opportunities. These resources
also pose challenges for the community, including
flooding and public safety concerns at Wilmington
Dam.

The Kankakee River
The Kankakee River is a dominant natural feature in
Wilmington. The river defines Downtown’s western
edge, provides opportunities for fishing, paddling, and
birding, and serves as the primary source of drinking
water for more than 5,500 residents. Nonetheless, the
river faces significant challenges. Two unsafe dams
span the river in Downtown Wilmington. The river has
also produced damaging floods and ice jams which
can lead to erosion and property damage.
The Kankakee River originates just outside of South
Bend, Indiana and follows an entirely channelized
route to Illinois, where it resumes its natural course,
winding through wetlands, nature preserves, and small
towns. The Kankakee River is joined by the Iroquois
River east of the City of Kankakee before passing
through Wilmington and merging with the Des Plaines
River to form the Illinois River. In total, the river runs
for 150 miles and encompasses a drainage basin of
approximately 5,800 square miles.
IL Route 53 is the primary bridge crossing the
Kankakee River. Another bridge connects the south
end of Island Park to Barnes Drive (south of Mount
Olive Cemetery) along Park Street. This one-lane
road carries both vehicles and pedestrians, but does
not have sidewalks or shoulders to separate users.
A pedestrian-only bridge known as the Millrace Foot
Bridge connects the north end of Island Park to the
downtown at Jackson Street. A rail bridge also crosses
the river and runs just north of Downtown.
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Since Wilmington was founded in 1836, the Kankakee
River has undergone dramatic transformations. Two
hundred years ago, the river formed the backbone
of the Grand Kankakee Marsh, one of the largest
wetlands in North America. At the time, the river
measured approximately 250 miles in length and
supported 400,000 acres of wetland habitat. A report
by the Illinois State Water Survey from 1981 (The
Kankakee River Yesterday and Today) provides the
most current estimate of wetland habitat. That report
estimates that approximately 30,000 acres of wetland
habitat remain, primarily in Illinois, and the river
measures just 150 miles from north-central Indiana to
the Illinois River. The remaining wetland areas play
a vital role in stormwater retention, but provide only
a fraction of the flood management services of the
original marsh. Draining these wetlands for conversion
to agricultural land has placed Wilmington and other
downstream communities at greater risk for flooding,
erosion, and algal blooms from agricultural runoff.

A National Water Trail
In 2016, the Kankakee River was declared a National
Water Trail by the National Park Service (NPS). NPS’s
National Water Trail System identifies high quality
water trails that are supported and maintained by local
community groups. The national designation was the
culmination of a two-year effort from the Northwest
Indiana Paddling Association, in partnership with
the Kankakee River Basin Commission and the
Illinois Coalition for Kankakee River Water Trail. The
Kankakee River Water Trail is one of 20 nationwide.
Some outreach participants noted that the national
water trail designation could help market Wilmington
and boost tourism, as well as attract more resources
to improve recreational opportunities. The NPS
markets the Kankakee River corridor alongside such
notable waterways as the Hudson, Wilmette, and
Upper Mississippi Rivers. Community groups can also
use the National Water Trail designation to leverage
funds from state, federal, and philanthropic sources.
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Forked Creek
East of Wilmington, Forked Creek begins as a series of
ephemeral streams and drainage ditches. The creek’s
numerous branches run for nearly 100 miles before
meeting the Kankakee River just north of Downtown
Wilmington. Forked Creek frames the north and east
sides of the study area, creating a hard edge between
development in the downtown and surrounding
agricultural areas.
In 2009, the Illinois Department of Natural Resources
(IDNR), in partnership with Openlands, U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service, and the City of Wilmington,
successfully removed a small, 100-year-old dam from
the creek. Leonard’s Dam, as it was known, was built
by a local landowner for recreational purposes and
had the unintended effect of preventing fish from
entering the majority of the creek’s length. Removal
of the dam was costly (approximately $88,000) but
vastly improved fish and wildlife habitat in the area.
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Dams
Wilmington Dam is the primary structure of a two-part
river management system in Downtown Wilmington.
Built in 1904 by the Kankakee Company, the dam was
intended to improve upstream navigation and ensure
adequate flow in the channel east of the island. This
smaller channel, or “millrace,” helped to power local grain
and lumber mills. Millrace Dam was added near the north
end of the island to further maintain water levels. The
Wilmington dam system (including Millrace Dam) is one
of just two dams on the Kankakee River.

Wilmington Dam
Wilmington Dam spans the main channel of the
Kankakee River from the south end of the island to
the western bank. Ownership of the structure is split
between the City of Wilmington (eastern half ) and a
private landowner (western half ).
A 2007 IDNR report on the structural conditions
of high-priority dams across the state identified
moderate, age-related cracking at Wilmington Dam on
both the eastern and western sides of the structure.
The report also identified a powerful reverse roller
that poses a significant threat to public safety. Reverse
rollers form when water moving over a dam creates
a circular current, trapping logs, canoes, and other
debris in a powerful undertow. Since 1984, at least 18
people have drowned at the dam, and an additional
23 have been rescued by first responders and good
Samaritans.
IDNR supports the full removal of the dam, and
legislation has been passed allowing the State
of Illinois to assume ownership of the structure,
contingent on a prior agreement that the City will
not contest a future decision to remove the structure.
Local residents have expressed concern that removing
the dam may cause the millrace to revert to a swampy
wetland, rather than a true river. IDNR analysis
suggests this is unlikely, provided Millrace Dam is also
removed.

Natural Environment

The 2007 study evaluated a number of non-removal
alternatives for improving safety at the dam. The
report concluded that backfilling the downstream
side of the dam to create a gentle slope, rather than
a sudden drop, would be the most cost-effective
solution. This project would cost an estimated
$2,170,000. Neither the City of Wilmington, nor the
State of Illinois currently has funds to support the
project. Local residents have expressed a preference
for this approach, combined with modifications to
the millrace to allow for canoe and kayak passage. A
similar project was recently completed in Yorkville,
Illinois, where a reverse roller was eliminated by
resurfacing the face of the dam and adding a kayakfriendly bypass. Wilmington Dam does not currently
have any designated water or land routes for boaters
and paddlers to go around the dam.

Millrace Dam
Millrace Dam was built during the early 20th century
to maintain water levels in the channel that separates
the island from Downtown. The structure originally
spanned the entire channel at the island’s north end,
but has since experienced multiple failures, causing
the structure to fragment. Despite its condition, the
dam continues to maintain water levels in the millrace
by constraining the flow of water leaving the channel.
The resulting rapids are a considerable hazard to
paddlers and anglers. There are no side designated
water or land routes to bypass the dam.
The 2007 IDNR report estimated that replacing
Millrace Dam with a navigable, riffle pool rock ramp
would greatly improve public safety and reduce the
risk of shoreline erosion. The project would cost
approximately $1,450,000. An additional study by
Hey and Associates, Inc. estimated that replacing the
dam with a riffle pool and implementing a shoreline
stabilization project along the millrace would cost $2
million.
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Floodplains and Stormwater Management

Water Quality

Areas with a 1 percent or greater chance of flooding
during a given year are referred to as the 100-year
floodplain. In Downtown Wilmington, the 100-year
floodplain includes the majority of the island, as well
as residential, commercial, and industrial properties
along Forked Creek. The City’s water treatment plant,
located northwest of downtown, is also within the
100-year floodplain.

The Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA)
collects water quality information and designates
streams and rivers as ‘impaired’ if the water quality
does not support its intended uses. The Kankakee
River has the highest water quality of any major river
in the Chicago region. According to IEPA, the river
meets water quality standards for aesthetic quality,
aquatic life, primary contact (such as swimming) and
secondary contact recreation (such as paddling and
fishing), and public and food processing water supply.
The river is considered impaired for fish consumption
due to Mercury and Polychlorinated biphenyls. Forked
Creek has been assessed for aquatic life and aesthetic
quality and is in full attainment for both. The City
operates a municipal wastewater system located north
of downtown.

The most severe flooding in Downtown Wilmington
occurs in South Island. During heavy rain events, the
millrace frequently overflows its banks, flooding the
island and, at times, creating a channel reaching the
main branch of the Kankakee River. South Island is
not only a recreational area, but is also home to the
City’s emergency groundwater well. During high-water
conditions, the City losses access to the well until
water recedes. Flood-related erosion in the affected
area threatens to fragment the island, greatly reducing
the availability of greenspace in the downtown area.
Flooding can also occur outside of the floodplain.
In urban areas like Downtown Wilmington, roads,
buildings, parking lots, and other impervious surfaces
prevent stormwater from being absorbed into the soil.
Instead, this water flows across the surface, running
downhill and accumulating in local depressions, such
as basements, lawns, driveways, and even roadways.
In Wilmington, this type of flooding (known as
urban flooding) occurs primarily on the island, at the
intersection of IL Route 53 and Park Street. Flooding
at the intersection (and surrounding parking lots)
forces the road to close two-to-three times a year,
typically during the spring.
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The Kankakee River is the primary source of drinking
water in Wilmington, including the downtown.
Citywide, the municipal water system serves 5,724
individuals though 2,512 connections. The City
draws this water from an intake north of Downtown
Wilmington. The City also maintains an emergency
well located on an island in the Kankakee River.
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Land Resources
Public parks provide opportunities for community
gatherings and open space for its residents to enjoy.
While much of the land in Downtown Wilmington
is dedicated to residential and commercial uses,
the downtown does contain significant open space.
Downtown residents also enjoy access to more than
20,000 acres of preserved open space within five miles
of the City.

Island Park
One of Wilmington’s most notable geographical
features is a large island in the Kankakee River, much
of which is occupied by public parks and owned by
the City of Wilmington. The island is the source
of the city’s nickname, “The Island City,” and is
divided by IL Route 53, which is also historic Route
66. North of IL Route 53, Island Park features a
baseball field and walking paths. South of IL Route
53, Island Park contains two additional baseball fields,
a small pond, several acres of open parkland, and
is a popular destination for fishing and picnicking.
The island also features a privately operated canoe
livery, restaurant, motel, and several other businesses
along IL Route 53. Visitors to Island Park can use a
municipal parking lot on the north side of IL Route
53 or park along South Park Street. During festivals,
baseball games, and other high-volume events, the
lack of identifiable parking on the south end of
Island Park leads some visitors to park in fields and
other areas not designated for parking. Despite the
island’s popularity as a fishing and sports destination,
numerous residents expressed concern for the level
of maintenance in the park, especially related to
park facilities, recreational equipment, and shoreline
erosion.
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Erosion and environmental quality are significant
concerns on the island. During high water events,
the millrace frequently overflows its banks, creating
a channel across the island just south of the
baseball fields. Unless the City engages in shoreline
stabilization efforts, erosion along this channel may
cause the island to split into two segments. This
erosion is exacerbated by parking in undesignated
areas and a lack of coordinated landscaping and
maintenance.
The City’s Island Park Vision Plan lays out long-term
priorities for Island Park. Recommended strategies
include adding parking facilities, expanding the trail
network, initiating shoreline stabilization and wetland
restoration activities, and providing additional park
amenities, such as exercise equipment, picnic areas,
interpretive kiosks, and a skate park. In 2017, the City
moved closer to achieving this vision by acquiring land
along IL Route 53 at the entry to southern portion of
Island Park. By working with Openlands, the City was
able to access grant funding from IDNR to buy the
lots. Openlands bought the lots in 2012 and the City
reimbursed Openlands for just over 50 percent of the
purchase price. Owning the land gives the City greater
flexibility and control in shaping the future of Island
Park.

Wilmington Island Park District
Wilmington Island Park District is an independent
government entity that operates Water Street Fitness
Center, a publically owned health and community
center. At one time, the Park District was also
responsible for programming and maintaining cityowned parks, but no longer holds this role. The
District has an annual budget of approximately
$300,000 and a bonding authority of $100,000 over
ten years. Park district representatives have indicated
that this funding is not sufficient to make major
improvements to the fitness center or provide cityowned parks with additional equipment.

Figure 8.3 Island Park Vision Plan

Source: Ginkgo Planning and Design, Inc.

Natural Environment

Regional Open Space
Downtown Wilmington is situated at the hub of
several valuable natural assets within the region.
The City directly borders Midewin National Tallgrass
Prairie and is only a short drive from six forest
preserves and more than 5,500 acres of IDNR land.
These regional open spaces offer a wide range of
recreational opportunities, including fishing, hiking,
picnicking, boating, and hunting. These areas also
provide critical habitat for at least 44 threatened and
endangered species (including ten within the study
area) and provide the region with critical ecosystem
services, including flood control, water purification,
groundwater recharge, and carbon sequestration.

County Forest Preserves
Downtown Wilmington is within five miles of five
separate forest preserves, containing approximately
2,500 acres of forests, prairies, savannas, and
wetlands. These properties are maintained and
operated by the Forest Preserve District of Will
County, an independent taxing body operating within
Will County. Four of these preserves – Braidwood
Dunes and Savanna, Forked Creek, and Wauponsee
Glacial Trail – are improved preserves, offering
amenities such as hiking trails, recreational areas,
and overnight camping. They are open year round
from 8:00am to sunset. The remaining two preserves
– Kankakee Sands and Sand Ridge Savanna – are
unimproved, meaning the lands have been set aside
for wildlife habitat rather than recreation.

Illinois Department of Natural Resources Nature
Preserves
IDNR maintains ownership of three nature preserves
located within a five-mile radius of Downtown
Wilmington. These preserves contain nearly 5,500 acres
of high-value resource land, including shrub prairies,
dolomite prairies, sedge meadows, and oak savannas.
These properties are open to the public year round for
hiking, fishing, picnicking, and hunting.
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Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie
Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie was the first
tallgrass prairie designated by the U.S. Forest Service
and remains the only federally designated tallgrass
prairie east of the Mississippi River. Midewin was
founded in 1996 by the Illinois Land Conservation Act,
which transferred the former Joliet Army Ammunition
Plant from U.S. Army to the U.S. Forest Service. The
ammunition plant, also known as the Joliet Arsenal,
was built during World War II, but sat vacant for
nearly 30 years before being restored to its natural
condition.
In total, Midewin contains 19,000 acres of prairie,
savanna, and woodlands, and has become a living
laboratory for habitat restoration. Despite a legacy of
industrial uses, including soil contamination, cement
storage bunkers, and other infrastructure, the prairie
is returning. As part of the restoration effort, bison
were reintroduced in 2015. The prairie is open to the
public year round and has more than 34 miles of trails
available for hiking, biking, horse riding, snowshoeing,
and cross-country skiing.
The U.S. Forest Service has elected to follow a day-use
model for park operations at Midewin, focusing its
efforts on ecosystem restoration and interpretation,
rather than providing amenities such as camping,
restaurants, and recreation facilities. This approach is
intended to encourage private sector development of
ecotourism facilities outside of the park itself, while
allowing park staff to focus on land management. The
U.S. Forest Service successfully used this approach at
the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, where
the town of Ely, Minnesota transformed from an
extraction-based economy to a center for ecotourism
and outdoor recreation. Some outreach participants
indicated an interest in promoting lodging and other
amenities in Wilmington that cater to Midewin
visitors, and establishing trail links to the reserve from
the downtown.
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Green Infrastructure
Green infrastructure is critical to maintaining a
high quality of life for Wilmington residents. At the
regional scale, networks of high-quality open space
provide the seven counties of northeast Illinois with
an estimated $6.4 billion in flood control, water
purification, groundwater recharge, and carbon storage
benefits each year. The Green Infrastructure Vision
(GIV), which identifies core ecosystems throughout
the region, includes the Kankakee River and the
northern portion of the millrace as critical aquatic
habitat. The GIV also includes two wetland areas
on the island and a small portion of forest along
Forked Creek. Core habitat on the island is currently
preserved as city parkland, while the forested areas
along Forked Creek, beginning at the eastern edge of
the study area and continuing southeast, are either
located within the floodplain (and thus unlikely to be
developed) or owned by the Forest Preserve District
of Will County.
On the scale of individual properties, green
infrastructure includes a suite of interventions
that use natural processes to alleviate the effects
of flooding, extreme heat, air and noise pollution,
and other climate-related forces. Wilmington’s tree
canopy is one of the City’s most important green
infrastructure assets. Trees provide many benefits
to communities, such as improving water quality,
reducing stormwater runoff, lowering summer
temperatures, reducing energy use in buildings,
enhancing property values, improving human health,
and providing wildlife habitat and aesthetic benefits.
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It is estimated that today, 30 percent of the study area
is forested, with grass and shrubs covering another 26
percent. Buildings, roadways, and other paved surfaces
account for another 35 percent of the surface area in
downtown. Without greenspaces to provide shade and
absorb stormwater, the downtown area is vulnerable
to a localized heat island effect. At the regional level,
large amounts of impervious coverage – such as roads
and buildings – cause the City of Chicago to be an
average of two degrees Fahrenheit warmer than the
surrounding suburbs. Locally, Wilmington’s heat island
is not large enough to create climate changes of this
magnitude, but it can make walking, shopping, and
socializing in the commercial areas less appealing for
visitors and residents alike.
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