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Abstract 

 

Brownfield Redevelopment in Rockford, IL 

 

 

 

 

Kathleen Marie List, M.S.C.R.P.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Bjørn Sletto 

 

Small and mid-size cities often struggle with the financial and social costs of 

brownfield redevelopment, even when they receive funding for environmental 

remediation from federal and state governments. This paper examines how cities can 

address the gap between administering technical funding for environmental remediation 

and creating local economic and social opportunities on redeveloped brownfields sites. 

Specific attention is paid to mid-size cities, and Rockford, Illinois will be used as an 

example of a city struggling to attract investors to its abandoned industrial brownfields.   
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Introduction 

This paper did not begin as a reflection on brownfields policies. It began, rather, 

when my hometown – Rockford, Illinois – attempted to remedy decades of systematic, 

race-based school discrimination by opening up magnet schools in the poorest part of 

town. Encouraged by teachers, I (a 10 year-old white girl from a middle-class household) 

was soon boarding a bus each morning to travel seven miles across town to my new 

school. As a third-generation resident of Rockford and the daughter of a mailman who 

had walked every street in city, I was as familiar with my hometown as any other 

distracted 5
th

 grader. But the new school was in a neighborhood that I didn‘t recognize. 

Low-income high rises, massive red-brick factory complexes, abandoned houses and 

dilapidated streets ringed the corridor that took my yellow school bus from the east side 

of town to the west. In fact, the neighborhood bridge over the Rock River, a body of 

water that served as a historic dividing point in the city, was eventually closed to trucks 

and other large traffic for safety reasons. 

Although a federal magistrate eventually ruled that busing a small number of 

white kids to a poor neighborhood did not adequately remedy years of segregation, I 

continued to attend schools on the city‘s west side, and served as a passive witness to 

some of the impacts of economic and racial isolation. It was hard then, as it is today, to 

wrap my head around exactly what I was seeing as my bus crossed from one side of town 

to the other. Rockford made national headlines in the early 1980s when the city‘s 

manufacturing base bottomed out and unemployment hit 25.5 percent; even today, the 
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New York Times and the Wall Street Journal send reporters to Rockford to measure the 

effects of the each economic recession on the ―heartland.‖ 

 
Figure 1: Looking west over the Morgan Street Bridge at the abandoned Barber-Colman industrial complex  

 

But the impact of these economic downturns was clearly uneven. New office 

buildings and houses regularly sprouted from cornfields on the city‘s far east side 

throughout the 1990s and 2000s, while the west side of the city had seen almost no 

growth after 1960, when a highway interchange was built (on the far east side) that 

provided easy access to Chicago and Madison.  

Although I left Rockford almost immediately after high-school graduation, the 

bus trips to school each morning stayed with me. So I started looking at maps of the city, 

trying to tease out what I had seen on those bus rides each morning. I originally assumed 

that the presence of large, abandoned industrial properties in Southwest Rockford served 
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as physical barriers that disrupted the street network, isolating the quadrant from the rest 

of the city. After running several GIS street network analyses that indicated otherwise, I 

started to look at the economic and social impacts of these hulking structures, which 

turned out to be on contaminated (or potentially contaminated) sites that the EPA deemed 

brownfields, which hindered their redevelopment. In terms of my research, I began to 

look at brownfields as a kind of proxy for poverty in mid-size cities. Although I might 

not be able to do a thorough investigation of the cumulative decisions that led to 

economic and social segregation, low educational attainment and high unemployment 

rates, I could focus my research on brownfields – which could be a pathway into the 

discussion of larger issues. I eventually chose to look at how brownfields can be used to 

increase the economic and social opportunities of the residents in surrounding 

neighborhoods.  

Ann Markusen writes that the task of seeking to understand the economic 

dynamics of small and mid-size cities is often daunting because, ―we have inherited a 

rich urban-centric body of literature that encompasses excellent theories of urban form 

and social phenomena, buttressed by extensive empirical studies of particular cities 

around the world. Most of this research is devoted to large cosmopolitan cities that have 

their roots in previous commercial and industrial eras and that continue to serve as 

financial, political, cultural, educational, industrial and service centers‖ (Siegel and 

Waxman 2001).  

This paper investigates what cities can do to address the gap between 

administering technical funding for environmental remediation and creating local 
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economic opportunities on redeveloped brownfields sites. Specific attention is paid to 

mid-size cities, and Rockford, Illinois will be used as an example of a city struggling to 

attract investors to its abandoned industrial brownfields.  I interviewed city leaders and 

staff (both in and outside of the Southwest Rockford, where the greatest concentration of 

both poverty and brownfields are located) and immersed myself in newspaper archives, 

but there are limitations to my method of study; tomes have been written about 

brownfield policies in the United States, and I cannot pretend to properly capture the 

spirit of a neighborhood from childhood memories and brief visits and interviews. 

Although there are plenty of numbers, this is not a statistical analysis – it is a look at the 

perceptions and histories that frame brownfield redevelopment issues in cities like 

Rockford. The literature review includes extensive studies of the social and economic 

impacts of brownfields, as well as a critique of the traditional economic development 

theories that have shaped the way many local governments address abandoned industrial 

structures in their city core – which has often focused on developer benefits at the 

expense of the surrounding community. I argue that brownfield redevelopment in these 

cities should be a part of a larger, community-wide plan with a focus on the needs of the 

neighborhoods that often surround brownfield properties.  

The first chapter will serve as an introduction to the concept and history of 

brownfields in the United States; the second, a general overview of economic 

development policies that inform brownfield redevelopments at the local, state and 

national level. The third chapter will further delineate the research methods used in this 

paper. The fourth chapter will introduce the city of Rockford, Illinois, the fifth will 
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address the policies and histories surrounding brownfield redevelopment in Rockford, 

and the sixth will deliver a brief conclusion of the ideas addressed within the paper.   
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Chapter 1: Brownfields 

This chapter will address the history of brownfields policy within the United 

States, and the economic and social goals of the programs designed to address them.  

HISTORY 

Brownfields are defined by a wide range of legal, technical, quantitative and 

socially critical perspectives. The word ―brownfield‖ is used across the world when 

referring to potentially contaminated former industrial sites, and the U.S. definition – 

which has evolved in response to complicated domestic legal challenges and technical 

assistance programs – is the most universally accepted, even in countries with varying 

contextual and legal histories (Armstrong 2007). The United States Environmental 

Protection Agency‘s current definition is based on the 2002 Small Business Liability 

Relief and Brownfields Revitalization Act, which states that ―[t]he term ‗brownfield site‘ 

means real property, the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may be 

complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or 

contaminant.‖  Although not immediately obvious from the legal definition, several 

common former land uses of brownfields include: 

 service stations 

 dry cleaners 

 factories 

 warehouses 

 parking lots 

 hangars 

 lots where heavy machinery was stored or repaired 

 railroads 

 railroad switching yards 

 air strips 
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 bus facilities 

 landfills  

 

(Urban Land Institute n.d.) 

The Urban Land Institute (ULI) defines a brownfield as an ―industrial or 

commercial property that remains abandoned or underutilized in part because of 

environmental contamination or the fear of such contamination,‖ but goes on to say that 

definition of the term may vary, depending on the program (The Urban Land Institute 

n.d.). In addition, a brownfield could simply be a site that is considered to be at risk for 

contamination; although many of these sites bear the scars of decades of pollution, some 

suffer from greater perception of contamination than is actually present (Urban Land 

Institute n.d.).  

 Previous brownfield literature reviews have found difficulty in constructing a 

brownfields definition that is easily explainable to all persons affected by the sites 

(Armstrong 2007). Several researchers and practitioners have either declared that there is 

no universal definition for ―essentially abandoned or underutilized sites, typically 

industrial, which are environmentally contaminated and often located in urban and 

economically depressed areas‖ (McCaffery 1997) or that there is no consensus. These 

sites have been referred to as ―vacant urban land,‖ ―obsolete urban property,‖ ―outmoded 

infrastructure and contamination,‖ ―‗contaminated‘ lands that have become difficult to 

recycle to new uses,‖ ―lands with a legacy of toxic uses,‖ ―derelict land,‖ or sites ―for 

potential redevelopment that have been previously used, but are not now in productive 

use.‖ This wide range in definitions likely helps to muddle the meaning of the word to 
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citizens without government or technical expertise, to whom the term brownfield itself is 

largely unknown. Those who live in neighborhoods surrounding brownfields tend to see 

the sites in terms of vacant, polluted land that is home to illicit activities and visual blight 

(Armstrong 2007).  

 In lieu of universally applicable definitions, it is useful to consider the social and 

legal legacy behind U.S. brownfields legislation. In August of 1978, the city of Niagara 

Falls, New York received unwelcome national attention when word got out that toxic 

chemicals were seeping into residential basements and backyards in the city‘s Love Canal 

neighborhood. Love Canal sat atop a site that was sold -– for the price of a dollar – to the 

City of Niagara Falls in 1953 by the Hooker Chemical Company, which had previously 

used it as an industrial dump (DePalma and Staba 2004).  About 100 homes and a public 

school were built directly on top of the site. In summer 1978, unusually high levels of 

rain caused the underground industrial dump to begin leaching (Beck 1979). Families 

were evacuated from the working class neighborhood when ―deadly chemicals started 

oozing through the ground into basements and a school, burning children and pets and, 

according to experts, causing birth defects and miscarriages‖ (DePalma and Staba 2004). 

Over 80 different compounds and suspected carcinogens were eventually found on the 

site. President Jimmy Carter approved emergency financial aid for Love Canal, the first 

time national emergency funds were allocated for an event besides a natural disaster. The 

area was declared an environmental emergency both in 1978 and 1980, and the images of 

toxic waste bubbling from the ground shocked Congress into passing the 

―Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act‖ (CERCLA) 
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in 1980, the first major piece of legislation that held industrial polluters permanently 

responsible for damage caused by their actions (Beck 1979). CERCLA governs the 

cleanup of contaminated sites, in part by allowing the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) to legally force responsible parties clean polluted sites or reimburse the 

government for EPA-lead cleanups (US Environmental Protection Agency 2010, The 

Urban Land Institute n.d.). CERCLA also established an environmental cleanup program 

and funding source known as ―Superfund,‖ which oversees cleanup activities and 

compels responsible parties to pay for cleanup (US Environmental Protection Agency 

2010). 

 The liability for cleanup under the Superfund legislation is retroactive, which 

means that actions (including industrial dumping) that were legal at the time they were 

performed could result in responsible parties being held accountable for current costs of 

cleanup and environmental damage. Liability can be shared among any number of parties 

who are held responsible for the pollution. They tend to be generators of hazardous 

substances (through industrial activity or some other means), owners or operators of the 

contaminated site, or those with authority to dispose hazardous substances on the site 

(VanLandingham and Meyer 2002, Howland 2006). Although the enactment of the 

Superfund legislation resulted in over 950 completed projects by its 25
th

 anniversary in 

2005 – including a 20-plus year cleanup of the Hudson River and World Trade Center 

emergency response programs in 2001 – the statute remained controversial (US 

Environmental Protection Agency 2011). Critics argued that the potential liability 

associated with contaminated sites drove development costs so high that it severely 
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impeded reuse and served as a disincentive for economic development on these sites, 

which were often already located in areas of high poverty within older cities (Howland 

2006). The legal liability was sometimes called ―brownlining‖ or ―environmental 

redlining,‖ a term which makes a direct comparison between the high cost of 

redeveloping contaminated sites and the federal practice of ―redlining‖ inner-city 

neighborhoods during the 1960s. Under redlining, federal regulators would purposely, 

inappropriately indicate to financial institutions that developments or new housing within 

certain inner-city neighborhoods were too high-risk to yield a return. ―Risk‖ was often a 

covert synonym for ―high minority population.‖ Thus, while suburban development 

flourished during this time period, inner-city development floundered, prompting many 

middle-class families to flee.  Redlining worked in concert with the new interstate 

highway program that provided incentives for developers to build on inexpensive land at 

the edge of many cities. ―The federal transportation and housing policies of the post-war 

years, taken together, essentially siphoned off middle-class, would-be residents of rental 

units in older neighborhoods‖ (Accordino and Johnson 2000). These older neighborhoods 

also tend to be the location of brownfields and the unintended negative economic 

consequences of attempts by the federal government to clean them. 

These arguments prompted the creation of the federal and state brownfields 

programs (Fitzgerald and Leigh 2002). EPA established the ―Brownfields Redevelopment 

Initiative‖ in 1993, which allowed local governments to apply for federal funds to 

inventory brownfields within cities and create necessary partnerships to overcome 

impediments to reuse. The Superfund program still applied to large sites that were 
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perceived to have the greatest contamination, while brownfields funds are generally 

targeted toward smaller projects. EPA awarded its first Brownfields Assessment 

Demonstration Pilot Award to Cuyahoga County, Ohio, in 1993 (US Environmental 

Protection Agency 2006). This initiative was meant in part to help cities and developers 

overcome ―inertia in the face of actual or perceived contamination,‖ while giving 

communities a stronger voice in reuse strategies and redevelopment of abandoned and 

potentially toxic properties. EPA continued to update their brownfield policies and 

programs, forming the Brownfield National Partnership in 1997 to address regulatory 

roadblocks that could prevent brownfield redevelopment (Gute 2006).  

The brownfield redevelopment model aims for a more local, participatory process, 

especially compared with what is perceived to be a top-down approach from the 

government in its Superfund decision-making, which holds previous owners liable for 

cleanup of heavily polluted sites. The brownfield process is instead seen as a voluntary 

effort that brings together property owners, developers, government agencies and 

communities in promoting the ―long-term, productive reuse of a brownfields property‖ 

(Gute 2006). The EPA relaxed its policy – enacted under Superfund – that required 

contaminated sites to be returned to their natural, pre-development condition. It also 

shifted some oversight authority to states that enacted voluntary (brownfield) cleanup 

programs. As I will discuss in chapter two, economic viability became a critical factor in 

allocating federal brownfields pilot grants (Howland 2006). 

As noted earlier, brownfields are commonly found in center cities, close to 

traditional manufacturing-heavy transit systems such as freight rail and navigable rivers 
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and much further from the interstate highway systems that businesses have come to favor 

in recent years for transportation (Meyer and Van Landingham 2000, Hurley 1997). For 

many residential neighborhoods surrounding brownfields, street infrastructure and 

general transportation access suffered as industries abandoned the area. This type of poor 

infrastructure is often accompanied by contamination, crime and related problems (Meyer 

and Van Landingham 2000).  A report on environmental hazards and urban 

redevelopment prepared for the U.S. Office of Housing and Urban Development found 

that residents in and around brownfields are disproportionately poor and minority, and 

that the problem of brownfields was often inextricably linked with groups who have low 

mobility and are unable to move away from the sites, which are often left unrepaired 

because of both the real and perceived dangers of contamination (Urban Institute 1997). 

―Environmental hazards, like minority populations, are not distributed evenly in cities. 

Often, poor and minority communities are burdened with a disproportionate share of 

environmental problems‖ (Boone and Modarres 1999). Ultimately, it is impossible to 

know if a site is contaminated before official testing, although ―if the facility housed an 

industrial operation prior to 1980, the likelihood is very high‖ (Bartsch 2006).  If tested 

and found contaminated, brownfields are often deemed a locally unwanted land use 

(LULU); however, this stigma is generally attached even before official identification of 

the site as a brownfield (Armstrong 2007). In this way, ―the threat of contamination and 

high remediation costs have been elevated to such importance that it is difficult to 

distinguish fact from fiction‖ (Ellerbusch 2006). 

In recent years, brownfield redevelopment has ―gone from a new buzzword in the 
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environmental risk-management domain to a full-fledged economic development 

objective for multiple cities across the U.S.‖ (DePass 2006). Most brownfield cleanup 

projects take place within communities that suffer from blight associated with these 

abandoned properties, including illegal dumping, contamination, community health 

issues, and lack of services and environmental enforcement activity.  The signing of 

updated national brownfields legislation in 2002 expanded liability protection and 

funding for various brownfield programs; in 2003, EPA provided $75 million in 

brownfield grants to states, local governments and non-profits (Heberle and Wernstedt 

2006, Howland 2006). The Brownfields Act of 2002 aimed to increase redevelopment of 

brownfields by reducing the liability provisions detailed under the original Superfund 

legislation, which had hindered brownfields cleanup. The act provided liability protection 

for potential site purchasers and contiguous property owners, and provided increased 

federal funding for state and local brownfield assessment and cleanup programs (usually 

VCPs). The legislation exempted from liability businesses and other entities that 

contributed only a very small (de micromis) amount of hazardous waste to the site, and 

clarified liability release for those who unknowingly purchased contaminated land 

(O‘Laughlin 2003). In 2006, the U.S. House promised more funding for cleanup and 

includes funding for the Department of Housing and Urban Development's Brownfield 

Development Initiative Program (BEDI), which specifically lists job creation as a goal 

for brownfield redevelopments that take place in physical and economically distressed 

areas (Howland 2006). This steady stream of federal legislation reflected a belief that, by 

reducing liability, brownfields could be catalysts for economic development in blighted 
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communities.  

Under its brownfield legislation, EPA provides financial assistance to eligible 

applicants through competitive grant programs, which cover the following areas: 

 Assessment – provides funds to inventory, characterize, assess, and 

conduct planning and community involvement related to brownfield sites 

 Revolving Loan Fund - enables governments to make low interest loans 

to carryout cleanup activities at brownfields properties 

 Cleanup - provides funding for grant recipients to carry out cleanup 

activities at brownfield sites 

 Environmental Workforce Development/Job Training - provides 

funding to recruit, train, and place unemployed residents of hazardous 

waste-impacted communities in jobs related to environmental assessment 

and cleanup work taking place in their communities 

 Technical Assistance - provides training, research, and technical 

assistance to facilitate brownfields revitalization 

 Targeted Brownfields Assessments – helps governments, especially 

those without EPA Brownfields Assessment Pilots/Grants, minimize the 

uncertainties of contamination often associated with brownfields 

 Area-Wide Planning – a new pilot program that provides assistance to 

communities to facilitate community involvement in developing an area-

wide plan for brownfields assessment, cleanup and reuse 

 

(US Environmental Protection Agency 2010).  

Other brownfield funding sources and programs include U.S. Economic 

Development Association capital for revolving loan funds, Community Development 

Block Grants (CDBG) for locally determined loans, EPA clean water revolving loan 

funds, United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) business and community facility 

loans, U.S. Department of Transportation (for transportation-impacted projects), U.S. 

Treasury ―New Market Tax Credit‖ funds, historic rehabilitation tax credits, low-income 

housing tax credits (administered by the Internal Revenue Service), HUD ―Empowerment 

Zones‖ and ―Enterprise Communities‖ (Bartsch 2006). 
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In the wake of new EPA initiatives and federal brownfields legislation in the early 

1990s, aging cities with a large stock of vacant industrial property worked with their 

respective states EPAs to create voluntary cleanup programs (VCPs). These voluntary 

state-based cleanup programs began when many states realized that they did not have the 

funding or enforcement capability to create cleanup programs for every potentially 

contaminated site (Alberini 2007). VCPs often allow a developer to voluntarily approach 

the state to work out a cleanup process (Bartsch 2006). These programs can vary greatly 

from state to state; many programs will grant liability relief to a developer in exchange 

for voluntary cleanup that is approved by a state agency. However, there have been few 

studies about the types of sites that tend to enroll in VCPs, or why developers and 

property owners enter into these voluntary programs (Alberini 2007). 

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL GOALS 

Given the financial impediments to brownfield redevelopment, indicators of 

redevelopment success and failure are framed primarily around economic goals. 

Communities aim to put abandoned properties back on their tax rolls by applying market-

based ―triage‖ on specific brownfields sites, often focusing on those thought to be most 

viable in the marketplace once cleaned of both real and perceived contamination 

(Fitzgerald and Leigh 2002). Brownfields were created – or formalized, as an official 

entity – in an attempt to release potential developers from legal liabilities that could 

hinder development in struggling central cities. Cutting this risk of future liability was 

supposed to calm fears of Superfund cleanups and legal liability (Ellerbusch 2006). 

However, even after the enactment of brownfields legislation, private developers still 
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perceive brownfields as risky investments; the time and money needed to clean a site to 

acceptable levels can create insurmountable costs for private developers interested in 

turning a profit. This loss of time and money, combined with the uncertainty of 

contamination – especially before testing – often drives private developers back to the 

―safe‖ realm of greenfield developments on properties with no real or perceived 

environmental issues.  

As noted above, while communities may have an explicit interest in the economic 

revitalization of potentially contaminated sites, they also realize that the economic and 

social characteristics of a neighborhood are closely tied together. Central city brownfield 

locations are often beset by a host of economic, social and historical problems, including 

a lack of well-maintained infrastructure, high rates of poverty, rampant unemployment, 

low quality schools, deteriorating housing stocks and high crime. ―This pattern of 

economic obsolescence and decline in older manufacturing areas leaves behind major 

economic development challenges even after a cleanup‖ (Howland 2006). EPA‘s 

brownfields grant programs reflect these facts; while the agency once focused primarily 

on funds for the complicated environmental cleanup process, there are now an increasing 

number of programs that examine the problem of job training and area-wide planning 

issues in areas with brownfields (US Environmental Protection Agency 2010). However, 

despite an increasing array of state and federal programs, there are few systematic studies 

of what works and what does not in a community brownfield cleanup, and funding still 

tends to lean toward technical environmental cleanup assistance, leaving the issues of 

economic and social development to local municipalities (Lange and McNeil 2004). The 
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next chapter will examine the challenges, strategies and success indicators of brownfield 

redevelopment in small to mid-size cities.  
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Chapter 2: Brownfield Redevelopment Challenges, Strategies and 

Indicators  

This chapter will address the challenges to brownfield redevelopment in small and 

mid-size cities, primarily focusing on financial issues. These challenges, however, are 

rooted not just in traditional economic development (such as manufacturing job loss), but 

also social issues that surround the neighborhoods in which brownfields are often located.  

The tools available for addressing brownfields are aimed at remedying technical 

problems such as pollution and often fail to acknowledge the social context and 

ramifications of environmental cleanup.  

CHALLENGES TO BROWNFIELD REDEVELOPMENT FINANCING 

At the beginning of the 20
th

 century, the ―manufacturing belt,‖ a swath of states 

that stretches from the eastern Midwest to northern New England, accounted for 74 

percent of the manufacturing employment in the United States. In 1957, this area still 

accounted for 64 percent of national manufacturing employment, and economist Paul 

Krugman noted that ―even this number understates the dominance of the belt‖ and that 

―the manufacturing belt contained virtually all manufacturing that did not need either to 

be close to the consumer or close to specific natural resources‖ (Krugman 1991). As the 

U.S. economy restructured in the late 20
th

 century, many of these manufacturing centers 

suffered from downsizing and plant closings. As a result, the industrial infrastructure 

created by a century of manufacturing was abandoned, leaving underutilized and 

potentially contaminated sites in many manufacturing belt communities. Increased 
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environmental awareness led to the belief that most of the sites needed environmental 

remediation before being reused (Meyer and Van Landingham 2000).  

The loss of large-scale manufacturing in the 1970s and 1980s created negative 

secondary effects for surrounding neighborhoods, including a decline property values and 

business growth, in addition to placing high levels of stress on neighborhoods where 

former employees lived. ―As jobs moved out of these small cities, a host of other 

problems followed: declining population, loss of the middle class, abandoned mill 

buildings with environmental legacies, struggling downtowns, a shrinking tax base, and 

fewer employment opportunities … many of the problems we identify with the nation‘s 

larger cities, the ‗former poster children of urban decay,‘ are also found in smaller cities‖ 

(Siegel and Waxman 2001).  

This de-industrialization of many communities happened at a time when the 

federal government, under President Reagan, was shuttering many of its job training, 

creation and education programs that were meant to provide aid to economically 

distressed communities (under Reagan‘s New Federalism, these duties were supposed to 

shift down to the states )(Mayer and Greenberg 2001). The ghost of economies past is 

hard to shake; a 2006 study of 267 small and mid-size cities affected by declining 

industrial development found that over 70 percent of local economic change between 

1990 and 2000 could be explained by economic factors that existed in the region previous 

to 1990. Former industrial centers also faced declining wage rates; post-industrial job 

growth tends to be in sectors that pay lower wages than manufacturing (Erickcek and 

Mckinney 2006). Smaller metro areas and cities have fewer safeguards than large 
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economically diverse regions against downturns and plant closings or major downsizings 

(Siegel & Waxman, 2001). The social and economic impacts of this shift are hard to 

overestimate; a city official in northern Minnesota noted the ―ripple effect‖ that plant 

closings had on his city in an interview for a 2001 study: ―When you lose the jobs, you 

lose the people, and you lose the kids and all the things you‘re used to, especially the 

schools, your recreational programs, and some of the amenities you‘ve taken for granted 

before . . . just because the population base can no longer be afforded‖ (Mayer and 

Greenberg 2001). A municipal official in Pennsylvania addressed post-industrial job 

growth, saying that, ―we have had some successes [attracting jobs] in the last 4 to 5 years, 

to tell you the truth, but the successes are 300 [jobs] here, 200 there, 100 here, something 

like that. It‘s pretty hard to make up 7,000 manufacturing jobs.‖ Mayer and Greenberg 

note that, ―when asked what advice they would give to their counterparts facing a similar 

situation, the most common response of officials was ―diversify your economy.‖ They 

cautioned about ever again becoming dependent on a single company or industry, 

regardless of how attractive it may appear (Mayer and Greenberg 2001). 

 In a study of 34 small and mid-size communities which had suffered 

economically as a result of manufacturing loss, Mayer and Greenberg also found that 

most cities waited at least 10 years – and some as many as 30 – to create an economic 

development plan with focused strategies beyond trying to retain closing plants. During 

those years, the cities lost anywhere from 20 to 50 percent of the population, including 

highly-educated and skilled workers (Mayer and Greenberg 2001). For those cities that 

did create economic redevelopment plans, the environmental legacy of abandoned 
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industrial sites (brownfields) proved to be an added disincentive for developers to invest 

in central cities (Siegel and Waxman 2001). Brownfield redevelopment is widely seen as 

a way of bringing jobs back into a distressed community, but local political leaders took 

significant time to realize that large-scale industries were rarely interested in moving 

back to old manufacturing sites; these central city or inner suburban brownfields ―lack 

ready access to major highways or other critical amenities‖ (Mayer and Greenberg 2001). 

Economically depressed municipalities that attempt to lure new investment and jobs also 

face substantial hurdles because they have less money to spend on recruitment and 

incentives than more prosperous cities (Peters and Fisher 2004).  

BROWNFIELD REDEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES AND THEORIES 

Market failure occurs when potential benefits (or hazards) of an object or an 

action are not included in traditional private sector pricing mechanisms; for example, a 

community might benefit collectively from a new swimming pool that is free to the 

public, but there are few direct incentives for a private developer to build a free pool, 

given the up-front costs of construction and liability insurance.  Brownfields sit squarely 

in this realm. Private developers see risk due to unknown costs and development 

schedules associated with brownfields. Their pricing mechanisms do not account for 

―collective benefits associated with improved environmental conditions, blight removal, 

healthier neighborhoods, recycling industrial land into open space, and so on‖ (Hao 

2008). However, governments can use their own external financial assistance to help 

correct this failure through tools such as reduced liability agreements and tax incentives. 

Public/private partnerships can help to push forward a development that might otherwise 
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stall out the outset, such as environmental cleanups, which ―requires high rates of return 

to attract private capital. The major impediment to redevelopment brownfield sites is 

often risk, not cost‖ (Miles, et al. 2007).  

Given the fear of investment risk – along with municipal need for taxable 

property – EPA has worked to frame its brownfields program in terms familiar to private 

investor and government reformers. In 1994, the agency began its Brownfields Job 

Training Grants, which provide funds for local environmental job training related to 

brownfields revitalization efforts. As of 2006, EPA had awarded 56 job training grants, 

totaling $10.7 million (US Environmental Protection Agency 2010, Howland 2006). In 

addition, EPA's Brownfields Economic Development Initiative (BEDI) funds are targeted 

for use in economic development projects related to ―the increase of economic 

opportunities for low-and moderate-income persons as part of the creation or retention of 

businesses, jobs and increases in the local tax base‖ (U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development 2011). The Chicago Brownfields Initiative, one of the most heralded 

programs in the country, was created with a focus on industrial and economic 

development and job creation, and the city recruited employers and manufacturers to set 

up in former brownfields (Higgins 2008). 

Brownfield success indicators can differ from project to project, but they 

―generally have four objectives: cleanup, smart growth, neighborhood revitalization, and 

economic development‖ (Paull 2008). Other literature proposes similar measures of 

success: job creation and retention, housing development, improvements to quality of 

life/services and amenities provided to the community, encouragement of additional 
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investment in the area, improvement in the environmental health and safety of the 

community, and benefits to local government due to increased tax revenues (Higgins 

2008). Both EPA and state volunteer cleanup programs are increasingly using 

brownfields cleanup programs as a ―spark to redevelop blighted areas, create new 

opportunities and give renewed hope to their residents‖ (Howland 2006). These plans 

often include significant government subsidies, long-term commitment and technical 

assistance from outside organization, large sites, and amenities such as transit or 

waterfront development opportunities (Howland 2006). EPA‘s website trumps the 

economic benefits of its brownfield program, noting that it has leveraged ―more than 

$14.0 billion in brownfields cleanup and redevelopment funding from the private and 

public sectors‖ while ―leveraging approximately 60,917 jobs‖ (US Environmental 

Protection Agency 2010). Of these indicators, notes Evans Paull in a 2008 brownfields 

report for the Northeast Midwest Institute, ―the easiest to measure is economic 

development – jobs and investment; so those are the numbers that are often used to 

represent program success.‖ However, he notes, there is often no indication of the type of 

job created, whether it is a new job or a relocated job, the level of wage rates, or who is 

filling the positions (Paull 2008).  

Financial risk to developers is only part of the decision-making process in 

developing (or not developing) a brownfield property; while the property owner risks 

losing value, the community risks continued property decay or ―redevelopment 

inconsistent with community wishes,‖ and the local government risks a loss of potential 

tax revenue and negative taxpayer reaction. These risks are layered upon the risk that was 
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placed on the community by locating a potentially contaminated property there in the first 

place (Ellerbusch 2006). 

As noted previously, the difficulty of financing brownfield redevelopment is 

exacerbated by both the reality and perception of legal liability. Banks have traditionally 

had little interest in brownfields because, upon foreclosure, the bank could become the 

owner of the property, exposing the institution to potential environmental litigation (Hao 

2008). As a result, many cities, through default or economic development strategies, have 

acquired abandoned industrial facilities in their city centers. These properties can 

potentially help cities to shape their own future, but municipally-owned properties can 

also create obstacles to development. Developers may be wary of the competitive bidding 

process, stigma, and other governmental policies that could be seen as placing restrictions 

on traditional development (Meyer and Lyons 2000). Cities themselves may act as land 

developers on brownfield sites, but they encounter some of the same problems as private 

developers; the U.S. Conference of Mayors administers an annual survey of cities 

involved in brownfield redevelopment, and ―funding for cleanup‖ ranks as the top 

impediment to redevelopment of brownfields every year (Paull 2008).  

Given the challenges to securing brownfield redevelopment financing, traditional 

brownfield redevelopment has focused on site-specific strategies, which generally 

involve public acquisition of the property and providing financial incentives to private 

parties for specific environmental remediation. Development incentives run the gamut of 

traditional economic development strategies – tax incentives, direct loans, land value 

write-downs, site assembly – and in return, local government seek to dictate or influence 
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the developer‘s land use plans (Meyer and Lyons 2000). Public investment is pricey, and 

local governments look for developers to acquire the site before, during, or after 

remediation. Private developers, however, identify ―hot real estate markets‖ and 

―location, location, location‖ as attributes for preferred brownfield redevelopment 

projects, in addition to major metropolitan areas with higher property values. (Meyer and 

Lyons 2000).  

Because of this, the International City Managers Association recommends, 

―targeting low-hanging fruit‖ as a best practice for brownfield redevelopment. However, 

these fruits are generally not found in distressed minority neighborhoods (Howland 

2006). A study of brownfield redevelopment in Milwaukee found that, ―though 

brownfields were disproportionately concentrated in minority and low-income 

neighborhoods, the City's 69 financially supported brownfield redevelopment projects 

initiated between 1990 and 2005 were concentrated in the non-minority, non-poor census 

19 tracts‖ (Howland 2006). Despite the best intentions on the part of planners and 

municipal officials, the combination of scarce public funds and increasing political need 

to show proof of economic development (generally in the form of job creation) leads 

policy makers to prioritize sites with limited contamination and high redevelopment 

potential (Howland 2006). Again, these sites are rarely in the most distressed 

neighborhoods, which in turn miss out on both public and private investment (Fitzgerald 

and Leigh 2002). Instead, fear of risk and cost overruns often prompts developers to 

eschew infill brownfield development for "safer" greenfield development on the edge of 

cities or suburbs. This market-based approach, without public intervention, can result in 
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unintentional subsidy of development ―from which the marginal utility is less than what 

would be derived from redeveloping brownfields in poorer neighborhoods.‖  

However, the most effective brownfield intervention might not be specifically 

targeting brownfields, but rather promoting infill and ending implicit public subsidies for 

greenfields (Leigh and Coffin 2005). The city of Portland, Oregon has focused its 

brownfield redevelopment strategy on infrastructure improvements to areas of the city 

with small brownfield sites that, by themselves, are not desirable to developers. However, 

the new infrastructure (such as increased transportation access) can help to make these 

sites desirable in combination with other local amenities (Meyer and Lyons 2000). This 

practice fits with other research on federal and state brownfield initiatives, which 

indicates that traditional strategies – which focus on reducing the financial burden of 

environmental remediation to developers – are less effective than an interdisciplinary 

approach that factors time, cost, community support, land use, infrastructure, cooperative 

banking institutions, political support, financial incentives, environmental cleanup levels, 

and jobs creation into brownfields strategies (Lange and McNeil 2004). 

The more typical focus, however, on ―low-hanging fruit‖ coincides with the 

traditional definition of successful central city economic development, which in the 

1980s and 1990s primarily consisted of large-scale downtown real estate developments 

such as festival grounds, shopping malls, office towers and hotels. Public-private 

partnerships could produce even larger projects, such as a sports stadium, arena, 

aquarium or renovated waterfront. ―These were the essential elements in city 

―renaissance,‖ and they emerged unplanned and piecemeal as circumstances and funding 
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provided, one project at a time‖ (Krumholz 2003). Norman Krumholz, who helped the 

city of Cleveland, Ohio combat the effects of years of urban renewal and poor 

infrastructure investment, argues that questions of equity and impact on surrounding 

areas remain unanswered during these construction booms; economic spillover effects on 

surrounding neighborhoods are negligible, as are new jobs for unemployed city residents 

and tax increases to fill city coffers. ―Success‖ in downtown development did not 

translate into lower poverty and unemployment rates for city residents‖ (Krumholz 2003).  

While Cleveland‘s downtown renaissance – rising from the ashes of its 1978 

default into a rock-and roll mecca with new hotels, sports stadiums and restored theatres 

– has been widely celebrated, the city‘s population has continued to drop precipitously 

since the surge of development (11.9% decrease from 1980 to 1990; by 2010, the city hit 

a hundred-year population low of 396,815) (Krumholz 2003, Exner 2011). The publicly 

funded downtown economic success of Cleveland and similar cities failed to translate 

into improved quality of life for many of its residents in the form of greater job 

opportunities. Krumholz argues for alternative economic development strategies, 

focusing on three strategies/philosophies: 

1) Education and capital project investment: Cities should fund capital projects 

while making major new investments in education, which is the most important 

economic development strategy; ―Compared with improving education, tax 

incentives and other conventional development tools are insignificant‖  

 

2) Build upon local strengths: Cities should find a ―market niche where they have 

natural advantages,‖ rather than giving tax breaks to all large developers 

 

3) Address tax inequities: City leaders should ask who wins when a city gives tax 

breaks for development. Should the city and local schools foot a tax abatement 

bill when the benefits go directly to suburban workers who commute downtown? 
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(Krumholz 2003) 

 

As noted previously, economic indicators such as new jobs and investments tend 

to dominate the discussion of brownfields successes, and are often used as proof that 

redevelopment has helped spark a declining neighborhood, or has served as the ―linchpin 

that creates a positive environment for new investment and leads to transformation of 

entire neighborhoods and districts‖ (Howland 2006).  However, academic literature 

reflects skepticism toward claims of secondary benefits and their effect on regional 

equity. A 1999 review of brownfield projects in Michigan produced a finding that ―no 

case was found where an initial brownfield investment led plausibly to significant 

secondary development‖ (Howland 2006). Site cleanup alone is generally unable to 

create increased neighborhood opportunities in distressed areas. However, some of the 

greatest successes are large-scale plans that ―integrate site cleanup with wider community 

plans,‖ link jobs to local residents, and focus on design that fits the character of the 

existing neighborhood (Howland 2006).  

Critics of traditional redevelopment strategies have said that while planners often 

see themselves as defenders of the downtrodden, their actions throughout the profession‘s 

history ―have often belied that self-image‖ (Campbell 1996). Scott Campbell, well-

known for his planner's triangle – which illustrates the interrelationships between equity, 

environment, and economic development – writes that economic development strategies 

such as freeway planning, smokestack-chasing, public-private partnerships and enterprise 

zones fail to create greater equity within a community. ―At best, the planner has taken an 
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ambivalent stance between the goals of economic growth and economic justice‖ 

(Campbell 1996). Campbell's famous triangle is at odds with traditional economic 

development strategies, which implicitly assume that what is good for the economy is 

good for the community as a whole. Sustainability, rather than economic development, 

drives his analysis of community planning practices. 

 

 

Figure 2: Planner‘s Triangle (Campbell 1996) 

 

Brownfields are the economically-focused offspring of the original CERCLA 

environmental remediation legislation, and, for the sake of the planner's triangle, mitigate 

the conflict between economic development and environmental protection by using 

brownfields to create economic opportunities. The issue of equity, however, tends to get 
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the short shrift; a quick look at traditional brownfields strategy indicates that it is a bit 

more linear than triangular: 

 

Environmental Protection  Economic Development  Equity 

 

In Campbell‘s article, he identifies the conflict between economic growth and 

equity as one that ―arises from competing claims on and use of property, such as between 

management and labor, landlords and tenants, or gentrifying professionals and long-time 

residents‖ and that this conflict ―defines the boundary between private interest and the 

public good‖ (Campbell 1996). He argues for selected cases where negotiation and 

conflict resolution – instead of private market pricing mechanisms – can bring economic, 

equity, and environmental interests together. Conflict resolution among the three 

priorities, he writes, most often results in success when there is a specific dispute 

mediated by a third party where all participants feel they are on equal ground and prefer 

solutions to deadlock (Campbell 1996). These mediated resolutions can help to decrease 

problems of language difference among economists, ecologists, and social advocates, 

who – in the cacophony of debate about economic incentives, biodiversity, housing 

rights, and discrimination – often assume differing ideologies, goals and definitions 

(Campbell 1992).  

Discussions of equity, however, generally tend to get the short shrift, even among 

advocates for sustainable planning; the fiercest disagreements and mediations tend to 

appear between economic development and environmental protection. Equity is harder to 
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define, and has roots in several different planning spheres. ―In the contemporary US 

setting … the problem of equity is not economic inequality per se, but the fact that highly 

unequal wealth distribution strongly influences distributions of educational opportunity, 

political access and power, exposure to environmental costs and outcomes in other 

domains‖ (Oden 2009). However, without equity as a centerpiece of sustainable 

development, it will be difficult to develop the political coalitions necessary to achieve 

real progress (Oden 2009), and achieve the mediated resolutions for which Campbell 

advocates. 

A critical equity issues involves mediated conversation and common language, 

and here the word brownfield itself can serve as a stumbling point. Although the term is 

familiar to technical experts such as lawyers, developers, engineers, scientists and 

planners, is still a foreign term to most ordinary citizens (Armstrong 2007). Although the 

scale of brownfield redevelopment work is increasing at a national level, its complex 

discussions of financing and environmental remediation are often confined to government 

and private sector contractors. ―These technical cleanups are carried out largely divorced 

from community participation and understanding and therefore community stakeholders 

do not take ownership of the cleanup process and do not come to understand the social 

processes that brought the brownfield problem about in the first place‖ (Armstrong 

2007). The political isolation of economically distressed communities in which 

brownfields are often located also tends to quiet the voice and clout of these citizens 

(Ellerbusch 2006). This phenomenon has not escaped the EPA, which launched a 

campaign to require applicants for brownfields funds to notify and actively involve local 
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communities in the planning process for use and design of brownfield redevelopments 

(Howland 2006).  

However, among some cities there is a fear that local communities might prefer 

uses such as parks or community gardens, which cannot be measured in terms of jobs 

created or profits produced. Cities might also struggle to find external funding for such 

purposes (Hao 2008). However, literature indicates that brownfield redevelopments that 

result in the greatest number of new jobs for local residents emerge from projects with a 

high level of community participation and public involvement. ―There are at least four 

methods used to link residents to newly created jobs: 1) public or private sector initiated 

workforce training to prepare local residents for the new jobs coming on-line; 2) training 

to improve local resident job search and interview skills; 3) financial incentives for 

businesses to hire local workers; and 4) formal community or government agreements 

with businesses to hire a proportion of local residents‖ (Howland 2006).  

In the following chapters I will examine how brownfields have impacted the city 

of Rockford, Illinois, and the types of policies and strategies used by local leaders to 

address them.   
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Chapter 3: Methods 

In order to gain a better understanding of best practices surrounding brownfield 

redevelopment in marginalized communities, I conducted a literature review of issues 

surrounding brownfields, focusing on the social dimension of redevelopment and 

community involvement. After a general brownfields review, I reviewed both the history 

of Rockford (as a whole) and its development history and brownfields planning process, 

drawing on documents and articles I collected from various local histories and the 

archives of Rockford‘s daily newspaper, the Rockford Register Star. I then conducted 

interviews with city planners and local neighborhood and political leaders, and gathered 

and reviewed planning documents to learn about past and present efforts to redevelop a 

large contaminated parcel in Southwest Rockford.  

INTERVIEWS 

Much of the information regarding Rockford‘s brownfield efforts came from 

interviews with city and regional planners. I also interviewed several local city council 

members, as well as a newspaper reporter and a small business owner. The interviews 

were conducted to not only obtain information about city planning processes, but also to 

document perspectives on brownfields and development in Southwest Rockford. I chose 

interviewees based on both their technical knowledge and their associations with and 

perspectives of the city – more than half the people I interviewed are lifelong Rockford 

residents.  

 

I interviewed the following people: 
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 Victory Bell | Former Alderman, Rockford Ward 5 (served for 38 years) 

 Stanley Campbell | Executive Director of Rockford Urban Ministries, Small 

Business Owner 

 Wayne Dust (interviewed twice) | Long Range Planning Administrator for the 

City of Rockford, Brownfields Administrator 

 Steve Ernst | Executive Director, Rockford Metropolitan Area Planning Agency 

 Venita Hervey (interviewed twice) | Alderman, Rockford Ward 5 (Southwest 

Rockford) 

 Jonah Katz | Long Range Planner for the City of Rockford 

 Brian Leaf | Retail Reporter, Rockford Register Star 

 Doug Mark | Alderman, Rockford Ward 3 (just north of Southwest Rockford) 

 

I obtained the interviews by calling or emailing potential interviewees. I 

interviewed Wayne Dust, Venita Hervey, Jonah Katz Brian Leaf and Doug Mark in 

person at their workplace, residence or a local coffee shop; I interviewed Victory Bell 

and Stanley Campbell by telephone, and Steve Ernst by email. Venita Hervey was 

interviewed twice; once at a local coffeeshop, and again during a driving tour of 

Southwest Rockford. I also interviewed Wayne Dust twice; once at his office in 

Rockford, and once over the phone for follow-up questions.  

The interviews, with the exception of a follow-up interview with Wayne Dust and 

a technical set of questions for Steve Ernst, followed a semi-structured format. 

Interviewees were asked about the history of the Rockford and redevelopment processes, 

their perspective on those processes, general perspectives of Southwest Rockford, the 

greatest needs in Southwest Rockford, the challenges of infill development, and current 

brownfield redevelopment efforts. The interviews lasted 45 minutes to slightly over an 

hour. A set of sample interview questions is below: 

I. History of the Targeted Redevelopment Area 
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1. How did the physical infrastructure in Southwest Rockford develop in a way 

that makes it separate or unique from the rest of the city? 

 

2. How did the social infrastructure in Southwest Rockford develop in a way that 

makes it separate or unique from the rest of the city? 

 

II. Connecting Southwest Rockford to the city as a whole 

 

1. How do city residents perceive Southwest Rockford when comparing it to the 

rest of the city? 

 

2. What are the greatest needs in Southwest Rockford, as compared to the rest of 

the city? 

 

3. What potential does the brownfield redevelopment process have for helping 

Southwest Rockford, both economically and socially? 

 

a) How can the brownfield redevelopment process be used to build 

stronger connections between Southwest Rockford and the rest of the city? 

 

b) What types of uses or development should be considered for former 

brownfield sites in Southwest Rockford? 

 

III. Land Use Decisions 

 

1. What priorities should be considered when deciding the type of land 

use/activities that will happen on redeveloped brownfield sites in Southwest 

Rockford? 

 

a) What are the appropriate processes for decision-making when 

 redeveloping these brownfield sites? 

 

2. What role should the surrounding neighborhoods have in the formation of these 

priorities for brownfield redevelopment in Southwest Rockford?  

 

3. What role have surrounding neighborhoods historically had in the formation of 

these priorities? 

 

4. How do you see the decision-making process working right now, with respect 

to neighborhood involvement? 

 

5. How has it worked in the past? 
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GIS MAPPING AND ANALYSIS 

 To test my initial hypothesis of brownfield-related road connectivity problems in 

Southwest Rockford, I ran a GIS street connectivity analysis of the road network in 

Southwest Rockford as compared to the rest of the city. My GIS analysis did not indicate 

road connectivity problems, but there is extensive literature related to street connectivity; 

a further, more comprehensive analysis may provide different results. I created several 

descriptive GIS maps of Rockford (primarily demographics and brownfield locations) as 

an introduction to the street connectivity analysis, and these maps were used in Chapter 3 

of this report. An analysis of the procedures used to create the descriptive maps is below.  

GIS Overview 

 

This GIS analysis does the following: 

 

1) Locate Rockford within the State of Illinois 

2) Locate the Census Tract Study Area within the City of Rockford 

3) Compare Income Demographics (2000 Census, SF1) of the Study Area 

to the City of Rockford 

4) Compare Racial and Ethnic Demographics (2000 Census, SF1) of the 

Study Area to the City of Rockford 

5) Identify locations of known brownfield cleanup sites within the City of 

Rockford. 

 

To create the maps, I acquired the following data: 

 

Rockford Location 

 City Shapefile 

 State of Illinois Shapefile 

  

Descriptive Maps 

 Census Data by Census Tract: Income 

 Census Data by Census Tract: Race/Ethnicity 

 Rail shapefiles 

 Hydrology (Rock River) shapefiles 

 Right of way (or block-level) shapefiles 
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Connectivity Indicators 

 Census Tract Shapefiles and databases 

 Census Blocks Shapefiles and databases 

 Streets files 

 Brownfield cleanup site locations 

 

Data Sources 

 WINGIS (Winnebago County GIS Consortium) 

 US Census 

 US EPA 

 University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 

 

Descriptive Map Analysis 

 

The study area (Southwest Rockford) fit the description of the previously 

mentioned HUD report that characterized neighborhoods surrounding brownfields as 

―areas that are disproportionately poor and minority.‖ The median family income of the 

study area census tracts in 2000 was $25,434 – a full $20,000 less than the median family 

income for the city as a whole. While this number is an average of the five tracts with the 

greatest concentration of brownfields, it cannot be attributed to disproportionate impact – 

none of the tracts made it above the bottom quarter of median family income distribution 

in the city. Though not a part of the analysis, it is of interest to note that the area of the 

city with the highest concentration of high-income census tracts is near a highway 

interchange that connects Rockford to Chicago, which is approximately 80 miles to the 

southeast of the city.  

In the 2000 Census, Rockford‘s three largest racial and ethnic groups broke down 

as follows: 

White: 72.8% 

Black: 17.4% 

Hispanic (any race): 10.2% 
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Two of the four census tracts with the highest concentration of black residents in 

the city were in the study area – and the two other tracts directly bordered the study area. 

The map indicates a city with deep divisions between black and non-black populations, 

with the Rock River serving as the physical and social barrier. The two census tracts with 

the greatest concentration of Hispanic residents were also within the study area. While 

there is a strong Hispanic presence throughout most of the study area, the division does 

not appear to be quite as stark as for black residents; there are tracts throughout most of 

the city with concentrations of Hispanic residents of at least 7-13% (the second quartile 

of division of concentrations). In a city that is 72.8% white, it is striking to note that four 

of the five census tracts in the Southwest Rockford study area have white populations of 

only 17-30%. 

FIELD OBSERVATIONS 

I visited Rockford for several weeks in December 2010/January 2011. Being that 

it was a bitterly cold winter in northern Illinois, I ended up driving – instead of walking – 

through the study neighborhoods. I drove with 5
th

 Ward Alderman Venita Hervey 

through Southwest Rockford, discussing redevelopment possibilities and challenges at 

the Barber-Colman complex and along South Main Street, a state highway that serves as 

the primary north/south artery through the area. I went back several times to walk brief 

distances and take photos, specifically of the Barber-Colman complex and South Main 

Street, where the greatest amount of redevelopment funding is currently targeted.  
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Chapter 4: Rockford, Illinois 

This chapter introduces the city of Rockford, Illinois, which serves as an example 

of a mid-size manufacturing belt city that struggling to attract investors to its abandoned 

industrial brownfields. Rockford is located along the Rock River in Northern Illinois, and 

had a population of about 152,000 in 2010. The local economy depended heavily upon 

manufacturing until the mid-1980s, but even today, one in five jobs depend on 

manufacturing, which is often the first industry negatively affected during a national 

economic downturn. The City of Rockford has acquired several high-profile former 

industrial sites along its riverfront, and is attempting to catalyze downtown and 

Southwest Rockford revitalization by redeveloping these sites.  

DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC HISTORY 

In 1834, the founders of Rockford settled on the western side of the Rock River in 

northern Illinois, about 10 miles south of the eventual Illinois/Wisconsin border. Several 

years later, another settler laid claim to the land on the eastern side of the Rock River, 

directly across from the first. As the two settlements developed, they established a rivalry 

that continued long after they joined forces to become a single town; when the time came 

to build a new bridge across the river, neither side would relocate their streets, forcing the 

bridge to be built diagonally across the water (Merrick 2009). The river continued to be 

both a dividing force and a focal point, serving as the location of mills, educational 

opportunities and social life. Rockford Female Seminary was built on the river‘s east 

bank in 1852 and eventually developed into a Rockford College; Hull House founder 

Jane Addams received one of the first bachelor degrees awarded at the institution 
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(Rockford College n.d.). The Galena and Chicago Railroad arrived on the east side of the 

river in 1852, and crossed to the west side in 1853 (Salisbury and Barrows 1918). Large 

numbers of Swedish immigrants arrived in town after the Civil War, settling primarily on 

the East side; until the 1920s, Swedish was heard as often as English in several 

neighborhoods. As new groups arrived – including Italians, Irish, Poles and Lithuanians 

at the turn of the 20
th

 century; African Americans after World War I; and Laotians, 

Vietnamese and Hispanics after 1970 – they settled primarily near the river, either on the 

southwest or southeast side of the city (Molyneaux 2005).  

As the city grew, Rockford leaders looked to the east coast for economic 

inspiration and declared their intention to make Rockford the ―Lowell of the Midwest‖, in 

reference to the then-prosperous Massachusetts manufacturing town (Lundin 1996). From 

the 1860s to the late 20
th

 century, manufacturers and industrialists in Rockford churned 

out agricultural machinery, wood furniture and cabinetry, machine tools, aerospace parts, 

knitting machines, electric brakes, garage door openers, airbrushes, fasteners, packaging 

devices, and more (Molyneaux 2005). An early 20
th

 century business theorist called it the 

―most prosperous community in the nation‖ based on per capita income. National studies 

ranked Rockford high in average disposable income, and the Chamber of Commerce 

claimed that the city ―had the most millionaires per capita‖ (Merrick 2009).  The 

Washington Post wrote in 1982, ―thirty years ago this manufacturing city was a model for 

a classic academic study of the American middle class‖ (Kristof 1982). 

However, Rockford‘s dependence on manufacturing left it particularly vulnerable 

to economic downturns and shifts in national economic powers. In January 1983, 
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Rockford‘s unemployment reached 25.5%, signifying the end of a once-dominant 

manufacturing economy (Merrick 2009). In a Wall Street Journal article, a local historian 

noted that, ―in the early ‘80s, nobody would really quite believe that the industrial 

structure was in fact gone‖ (Merrick 2009). Rockford‘s economy has continued to follow 

the erratic ebbs and tides of manufacturing in the United States; since the official end of 

the current recession (June 2009), Rockford has held the dubious distinction of having the 

highest unemployment in the Midwest. The high unemployment, however, is not 

permanent – as recently as 2008, the local rate fell below five percent (Driscoll 2011, 

Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis 2011). Although Rockford‘s dependence on 

manufacturing decreased as companies left to find cheaper labor or closed because they 

could not compete, one in five jobs in the metro area still rely on industry. Nationally, 

areas dependent on manufacturing are more prone to economic downturns that other 

industries (Driscoll 2011). However, as the city recovered from the depths of the early 

1980s recession, its employment based moved away from industry and instead toward 

service industries, health care, public schools and a new community college (Merrick 

2009). 
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Figure 3: Unemployment Rates in Rockford, 1990-2011 (Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis 2011) 

 

Until the late 1950s, the city‘s population – if not its ethnic groups – was evenly 

distributed on each side of the Rock River, with a west side downtown serving as the 

commercial center. As the national interstate system expanded in the years after World 

War II, city leaders decided that a new interchange for the Northeast Tollway (which 

would connect Rockford directly with Chicago) should be placed on the far northeast side 

of the city, instead of the west side downtown. The highway, now known as the Jane 

Addams Tollway, opened in 1958 and pulled the economic and social center of the city 

east of the river as new development centered on easy highway access to Wisconsin and 

Chicago. Very little population growth or annexation occurred west of the Rock River 

after the interchange was built, despite the fact that the city‘s population and land 

holdings continued to grow, a pattern that has accelerated over the last 20 years (City of 
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Rockford Long Range Planning Department 2004). With the river serving as a division 

between East and West, the population changes from 1980-2000 indicated a strong push 

toward the Northeast section of town, with decreasing population in the Northwest and 

Southwest.  

 

Figure 4: Population in Rockford by quadrant, 1980-2000 (City of Rockford Long Range Planning 

Department 2004) 

 

SOUTHWEST ROCKFORD 

Although Rockford‘s population continues to grow incrementally with each 

census, it has failed to keep up with the growth rate of surrounding towns and cities in the 

county (City of Rockford Long Range Planning Department, 2004). As the city 

population center moved east, the concentrations of residents in different sectors of the 

city changed. Southwest Rockford, which was home to the first settlers and significant 

industry, was counted to be 80 percent minority during the 2000 census, despite being 

home to only 32% of the city‘s minority population.  
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Figure 5: Rockford Black Population by Census Tract, 2000 

 
Figure 6: Rockford Hispanic Population by Census Tract, 2000 
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In this same area, only 53% of residents have high school diplomas, as opposed to 

an average of 77.8% of the rest of the city. And while 36% of Rockford households fell 

below 80% of area median family income, 59.1% of households in Southwest Rockford 

fell under this HUD low-income indicator in the same time period. The city of Rockford 

was sued in the 1970s for placing all of its scattered-site subsidized housing within the 5
th

 

ward, the political ward the covers most of Southwest Rockford. The west side of the city 

was also the subject of over 40 years of school desegregation litigation, in which a federal 

magistrate wrote that the Rockford School District had raised ―discrimination to an art 

form‖ in ―consistently and massively‖ violating the Equal Protection Clause, primarily to 

the detriment of minority students on the city‘s west side (City of Rockford Long Range 

Planning Department 2004, Hervey 2011, Fisk 1999).  

While Rockford‘s municipal budget has suffered from the recent recession, the 

city is in a somewhat unique taxing position for a region of its size. In 1983, voters in the 

Rockford voted to get rid of home rule under the auspices of reducing government 

spending and creating more citizen control. The anti-home rule campaign was not based 

on historical abuse of taxing powers; rather, ―they argued that the potential for abuse was 

present, and they advocated the defeat of home rule so that voters could act, directly, 

through referenda, on all proposals for tax increases‖ (Kelty and Banovetz 1983). 
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Chapter 5: Brownfields in Rockford  

This chapter is divided into two sections. I begin with a review of brownfield 

redevelopment efforts in Rockford, focusing on the Barber-Colman complex along the 

city‘s west river bank. The second section looks at brownfield redevelopment policies in 

the context of larger community investment in – and perception of – Southwest Rockford.  

HISTORIC BROWNFIELD REDEVELOPMENT POLICIES AND STRATEGIES IN ROCKFORD 

Southwest Rockford, as noted previously, is home to a large minority population 

that has experienced both economic downturns and population flight at a greater rate than 

the rest of the city. In addition, this area is home to the greatest concentration of 

brownfields in Rockford. The City of Rockford has identified five census tracts in 

Southwest Rockford that have the greatest concentration of brownfields within the city; 

70 acres of brownfields (primarily former industrial sites) have been identified on 81 

parcels within these five tracts. The tracts are among the poorest in the city; even before 

the recession (2005), unemployment was over 20% in these tracts. One third of the 

families live below the poverty level, and median household income is below $20,000. 

These numbers have translated into a challenging economic atmosphere; there are no 

large grocery stores in the 5
th

 ward (the primary political subdivision for Southwest 

Rockford), and recent efforts to bring a chain restaurant into the area were met with a 

response that, ―your demographics don‘t work‖ (Hervey 2011). This lack of services 

often has hidden costs; residents have to drive to the east side of the city to do basic 

shopping (Leaf 2011). Former 5
th

 Ward Alderman Victory Bell noted that the area 
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consists of 11,000 people – as large as a village – and that the area needs the services that 

would be available in a village of that size (Bell 2011). Current 5
th

 ward Alderman Venita 

Hervey and her family have witnessed the effects perceived fear of poverty and crime. 

She says that, ―in the 54 years we‘ve lived in our home [on Rockford‘s southwest side], 

we‘ve never been broken into. I understand the fear, but once those fears develop, you 

become a no-man‘s land. Developers won‘t look at you again.‖ 

 The City of Rockford, in an EPA grant application, is blunt about the effects of 

the brownfields in Southwest Rockford ―In many ways, Brownfields such as the South 

Main Street /Water Power District area form physical and psychological barriers between 

adjacent neighborhoods to the south and west and the Downtown ... this area is 

particularly foreboding to pedestrians‖ (Morrissey 2010). Two major EPA brownfields 

grants were awarded to the city of Rockford in 2010: $400,000 for a community-wide 

brownfields inventory (which does not currently exist), and $350,000 for more site-

specific assessment of the South Main Railyards site in Southwest Rockford, which the 

city would like to utilize for a future Amtrak hub (City of Rockford, IL 2011). In 

addition, Illinois Governor Pat Quinn announced in October 2010 that the City of 

Rockford would receive approximately six million dollars in capital improvement money 

for a ―RiverEdge‖ district, which includes sites where the city is conducting a 

brownfields assessment with EPA funds (Kolkey 2010). Two million dollars is targeted 

for one of the largest abandoned sites in Southwest Rockford, a 26-acre former machine 
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tool design industrial site with 10 buildings, which alternately goes by the name Barber-

Colman or Reed-Chatwood.  

These buildings are located along the west side of the river, where large clusters 

of multi-story industrial buildings and accompanying freight and passenger railyards 

developed over the last century. Several buildings in the Barber-Colman complex are on 

the National Register of Historic Places for their illustration of ―the evolution of 20th 

century industrial architecture‖ (Illinois Government News Network 2006).  The city of 

Rockford owns the land and the buildings, as it does for a growing number of brownfield 

sites within the city. According to newspaper reports, capital improvement plan funds and 

plans call for a mixed-use development on this former site (Kolkey 2010). In addition, the 

state of Illinois is providing $60 million to help bring Amtrak passenger rail back to 

Rockford, utilizing the South Main Railyards brownfields site, which is in the near the 

Barber-Colman site.  
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  Figure 7: Rockford Brownfield Cleanup Sites, 2010 
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As discussed previously, Rockford and other small and mid-size cities face a wide 

range of challenges in financing brownfield redevelopment efforts, especially in central 

cities that were abandoned by upper and middle-class residents as a result of redlining, 

new highway infrastructure, and artificially cheap land prices at the edge of cities. 

Locally, residents perceive taxes to be cheaper in the unincorporated areas that surround 

Rockford. Wayne Dust, the city of Rockford‘s brownfields administrator, identified three 

critical issues that may cause developers to walk away: 1) Time-consuming processes to 

make the property construction-ready, 2) Environmental issues that add cost and time, 

and 3) ―Stuff in the way‖ – buildings that block street access, and other impediments to 

infill development and planning (Dust 2011). Rockford Metropolitan Agency for 

Planning (RMAP) director Steve Ernst echoes these concerns; while greenfield 

development may require a developer to purchase land, extend utilities and build roads, 

these costs in Rockford (where there is inexpensive land at the edge of the city) are 

generally less than comparable infill costs. Although the agency is trying to make infill 

cost-competitive, the economic downturn and skepticism on the part of lending 

institutions complicates the process.  

The city has embarked on an effort to achieve ―preferred sustainability status‖ 

with the federal government, which, Ernst says, will place Rockford in a position to 

receive additional funding and spending flexibility for infill development. ―The 

regulations that govern existing federal dollars are so restrictive that it makes it extremely 

difficult to co-mingle programs to accomplish local goals. Infill development suffers 
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from that lack of flexibility‖ (Ernst 2011). Reflecting on the infrastructure and 

differences between the poorer, older wards and the rest of the city, local business owner 

and executive director of Rockford Urban Ministries Stan Campbell says, ―It‘s like 

you‘re driving on the east side of town where you‘ve got four-lane traffic and then you 

get off those to a side road and then go to a big giant shopping mall. So the small town 

experience, I think, it becoming less and less knowledgeable by the majority of suburban 

dwellers, and dwellers on the east side.‖ 

 Rockford‘s Master Plan, ―Rockford 2020‖, identifies the area‘s brownfields in 

five different sections of the plan: the introduction, Economic Development, Land Use, 

Natural Resources, and Transportation. The Economic Development section goes into the 

greatest detail, with subcategories addressing environmental justice, public health and 

safety, financing, public policy (using existing infrastructure) and liability (identified as 

the ―crux of the matter‖). Within the Land Use section, brownfields are included under a 

set of policies directed toward strengthening and directing development toward the 

existing urban area, including prioritizing infill and brownfield sites for development. 

Specific action items include creating a brownfield inventory, developing an information 

program for owners of brownfield properties, and reviewing city codes to eliminate 

―possible bottlenecks adversely affect redevelopment‖ (City of Rockford Long Range 

Planning 2004).  To address some of these challenges, the city of Rockford has 

systematic indicators to use when reporting brownfield assessment activity to EPA for 

grant funding: 
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 Acreage of land in which environmental threats have been characterized 

 Acreage of land positioned for reuse 

 Jobs leveraged 

 Funding leveraged 

 Acreage of green space created or preserved 

 

(Morrissey 2010) 

Over the past decade, the City of Rockford has acquired abandoned brownfield 

sites and buildings with the intention of redevelopment and making the land attractive to 

private developers. ―If we‘re not going to move it forward, who is going to do it?‖ said 

Community Development Director Reid Wilson in a newspaper article. ―We can‘t shy 

away from our manufacturing past. We were a manufacturing town, and it‘s a double-

edged sword. They located along rivers to move goods and services … we really can‘t — 

legally or morally — shy away from these properties. If we put all of it on the property 

owner, all it will do is make them file for bankruptcy faster‖ (Curry 2010). Several 

current aldermen object to the policy, citing the lack of tax revenue and the responsibility 

of property owners. Advocates, however, point to cities such as Dubuque, Iowa, which 

created a plan to invest in the urban core and rehabilitate old buildings while creating a 

river walk, increased office space, a brewery and an indoor water park (Curry 2010).  
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Figure 8: Looking west across the Rock River at the Barber Colman complex, February 25,  

2011 (copyright Rockford Register Star) 

 

 
Figure 9: Aerial view of Barber-Colman complex, January 24, 1962 (copyright Rockford  

Register Star) 
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 In fall 2003, the City of Rockford entered into an agreement with the EPA for two 

brownfield assessment grants for $400,000. Part of the requirement for this grant was to 

create a remediation plan for the 26-acre Barber-Colman complex in Southwest 

Rockford. The Barber-Colman company employed 3,300 people locally in Rockford 

1981; it failed during the 1980s, and was bought by textile manufacturer Reed-Chatwood, 

which in turn failed in 1999. After serving several years as a business incubator, the city 

of Rockford bought the property in 2002 for $775,000 (Driscoll 2008, Gary 2010). 

Barber-Colman originally had 17 buildings on its 26-acre textile-manufacturing site. 

After a series of fires and building teardowns, ten buildings remain. The property has 

remained vacant since it was purchased by the city. Further cleanup grants were awarded 

in 2008, as well as a Brownfields Revolving Loan Fund award of $500,000. In addition, 

Rockford received two Illinois EPA grants totaling $240,000 to assist with the 

environmental remediation funding for the Barber-Colman complex and other properties 

(Morrissey 2010). A Beloit, Wisconsin based company worked on a $42 million Barber-

Colman redevelopment plan with the city, but the plans were put on hold after the 

company‘s leader – a Wisconsin native with business and personal interests in northern 

Illinois – died in 2007. During this time period, the City of Rockford continued to acquire 

abandoned industrial buildings along its riverfront; despite ongoing plans, no properties 

have been redeveloped, primarily due to their status as brownfields in an economically 

depressed area (Driscoll 2008).  The current status of the Barber-Colman site, according 

to the city‘s brownfields administrator, is ―complicated‖; about half of the site has been 
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cleared for development by the EPA through a letter that declares no further remediation 

is needed, but work still needs to be done on the other half (Dust 2011). Rockford has 

pursued a strategy of aggressive cleanup for the site; ―The key thing is that the city has 

felt all along that the more, the further along we get with the environmental cleanup, the 

better chance we have of getting a bona fide developer interested‖ (Dust 2011).  

 In 2009, a developer based in Durham, North Carolina approached the city of 

Rockford about the Barber-Colman property. His firm, Belmont-Sayre, has specialized in 

renovating former tobacco factory sites in North Carolina – and as in the case of the most 

well-known, previously interested developer, he has personal connections to the 

Rockford area. After over a year of environmental due diligence, the developer and the 

city of Rockford are currently negotiating a predevelopment agreement, part of which 

would likely involve the city directing capital improvements to the area for better street 

access; several roads into the complex were vacated as Barber-Colman expanded 

operations over the last century (Dust 2011).  

The proposal process for Belmont-Sayre is slightly different that previous efforts; 

in a newspaper article, Rockford‘s director of community development noted that the 

traditional method of issuing a request-for-proposal has yet to yield a permanent 

developer for the Barber-Colman site. With Belmont Sayre, the city council has approved 

a plan in which the firm would be asked to prepare a feasibility study and create with a 

master plan for the site; key elements would include a tax credit analysis, best uses, and 

potential tenants. The city would fund the study through $200,000 in Community 
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Development Block Grant Funds, which would be repaid by the firm. One alderman, Bill 

Timm, said that he could support this proposal – but no more. ―Look at all of the money 

we‘ve dumped into this over this long period of time. ... That‘s got to stop‖, he said. 

―This is it for Barber-Colman for Bill.‖ While the proposal has generated criticism about 

the city‘s funding priorities, the majority of the council and the mayor stand behind it‖ 

(Curry 2011). However, a prominent political columnist at the daily newspaper, the 

Rockford Register Star, has forcefully advocated tearing down the entire structure at 

Barber-Colman be, saying that its presence hinders other Southwest Rockford 

redevelopment efforts (Sweeny 2010).  

Ernst and Hervey both see mixed-use development in Barber-Colman‘s future. 

Hervey, however, is adamant that the city avoid placing more low-income families into 

the community, saying that, ―one of the biggest fights I have is the tendency to want, on 

the part of city planners, and the housing authority, and HUD, to layer more low-income 

families in top of low-income families‖ (Hervey 2011). Ernst cited an infill project in 

Milwaukee at an old Pabst Brewery where the city created an incentive package for a 

developer to build lofts in the building; while half of the units were subsidized, he said, it 

was impossible to tell the difference until you got into the units. ―They sold the place out 

(and have a waiting list) in a matter of a couple of months,‖ said Ernst. ―And the 

surrounding blighted properties are all being snapped up by developers for support retail 

and office uses. The transition has been amazing. The before and after photos make you 

cry. If only we could get a project of that scale in Rockford to showcase infill 
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development it might snowball.  That is why the Sustainable Communities program is so 

important‖ (Ernst 2011).  

However, Hervey notes that the current density of poverty in Southwest Rockford 

– created by lack of both public and private investment – is part of the reason that the 

community can‘t attract a grocery store, and that the city should be wary of locating more 

subsidized housing in her ward. ―Employment opportunities leave the neighborhood, 

people who are in poverty have a tendency to be lower-educated, their children, very 

often, live in single-parent homes. All of those things in and of themselves don‘t doom 

any specific person. But you start packing it all in together, where kids only see more 

poverty, and it affects schooling, it affects community involvement.‖  

For Dust, remediating the properties is the greatest immediate challenge. He calls 

brownfields sites like Barber-Colman ―upside-down,‖ meaning that the property has a 

negative value and that the city has to invest money in the site just to make is ready for 

redevelopment.  
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Figure 10: Looking south on South Main Street from an abandoned Amtrak Station. January 9, 2011 

 
ROCKFORD BROWNFIELDS IN CONTEXT – COMMUNITY INVESTMENT AND PERCEPTION 

 The State of Illinois has operated without a full-scale Capital Improvement plan 

for almost a decade, but in 2009, new Governor Pat Quinn (who replaced Rod 

Blagojevich, the impeached former governor) approved a ―mini-Capital Plan‖ that would 

harness federal economic stimulus money to begin long-neglected road repair projects 

around the state – including South Main Street, a large corridor in Southwest Rockford 

that runs parallel to the Rock River and the Barber-Colman complex. Construction on 

South Main Street (a state highway) is expected to cost about $30 million, and 
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construction will begin in Summer 2011 (Sweeny 2010, Gibbs 2009). As the state 

prepares to rebuild South Main Street, the city of Rockford is working with a consulting 

group form Chicago to create a revitalization strategy for the corridor, which is 

pockmarked with abandoned buildings, shuttered businesses, sagging houses and a 

perception of high drug use and crime.  

 
Figure 11: Looking south on South Main Street (January 9, 2011) 

 

Planners with the city of Rockford, along with consultants, have started the public 

participation process for the revitalization strategy. They are quick to note that it is a 

strategy with specific action steps, not a plan – Southwest Rockford, they note, is 
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skeptical of ―plans‖, given that a number of previous plans for the area have not been 

properly implemented. As of January 2011, the city and consultants had held several 

stakeholder meetings with groups such as Hispanic business owners as a prelude to larger 

community meetings. A Southwest Rockford community group has served as the conduit 

between city officials and the neighborhood (Katz 2011).   

In addition, city planners routinely hold public hearings about Southwest 

Rockford neighborhood projects at well-attended 5
th

 Ward meetings in the neighborhood 

(run by the local alderman), rather than at City Hall. Current 5
th

 Ward Alderman Venita 

Hervey notes that some of her residents feel discouraged and disenfranchised from 

previous city administrations that did not treat the Southwest Rockford in an equitable 

way (Hervey 2011). This feeling of alienation from the city, according to Victory Bell, is 

one of the greatest challenges the area has to overcome; community involvement is 

traditionally low in the 5
th

 ward, although Bell established a wide-reaching Neighborhood 

Watch organization, and Hervey actively appeals to her constituents to voice their 

concerns and has continued her predecessor‘s practice of holding well-attended monthly 

ward meetings  (Hervey 2011, Bell 2011) Hervey notes that while the city of Rockford 

has ―tried mightily‖ for outreach, residents of Southwest Rockford have ―seen themselves 

as powerless and acted that way. So we have one of the lowest complaint rates. When I 

got elected alderman, I had to beg people, I said okay, there‘s potholes all over the city. 

First two weeks, I didn‘t get any calls for service‖  (Hervey 2011). She notes the 

importance of the City of Rockford meeting the community on the community‘s terms; 
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Bell, who is still very active in community activities, echoes her point, saying that the 

city should have the meetings in the churches, social service organizations, NAACP 

meetings, and other local gathering places, and ―have a clear understanding of what it is 

that residents you want, you know, they‘re stakeholders‖ (Bell 2011). 

Pilgrim‘s Promise, a Southwest Rockford neighborhood church and community 

development corporation, hosted a charrette in 2008 to help prioritize some of the 

Southwest Rockford redevelopment ideas that have ―bounced around for years.‖ The 

participants included neighborhood residents, activists, planners, city leaders and 

architects. They noted that renovating Barber-Colman would be a ―shot of adrenaline‖ for 

the area, but that smaller, more immediate actions – such as an area farmer‘s market – 

should be implemented concurrently. Rockford‘s mayor Larry Morrissey also spoke at 

the event, saying ―I think southwest Rockford is primed for growth and renewal better 

than any area of the city,‖ he said. ―When these growth opportunities happen, we can‘t 

sell ourselves short. We‘ll have one chance to get it right. If we blow it, let‘s not blow it 

because we sold ourselves short‖ (Driscoll 2008). Another potential shot of adrenaline 

lies in the re-introduction of passenger rail to Rockford. The State of Illinois DOT is 

working to have a Rockford-to-Chicago Amtrak line running by 2014 (the city‘s last 

passenger rail route was closed in 1981). Rockford‘s mayor and city leaders want to 

repurpose an abandoned rail yard on South Main Street – north of Barber-Colman – as 

the new rail station, and use it as an additional anchor for revitalization (Sweeny 2010).  
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Rockford‘s city leaders have paid heed to the desire expressed in the 2008 

charrette to implement smaller changes. The newly founded Rockford Area Venues and 

Entertainment authority, which oversees downtown festivals and theatres, has helped to 

create a downtown farmer‘s market, free weekly movies in a renovated industrial park, 

and an ice-skating rink during the winter. The events, for the most part, occur closer to 

downtown than the Southwest quadrant – but the two areas are relatively close.  The 

events have been deemed a local success, but Rockford Register Star reporter Brian Leaf 

notes that ―I think expectations were very low‖ for the downtown events, because 

―people said this is Rockford, we can‘t pull this off, but it was done very well. And it‘s 

building a community. And a lot of that community came from the east side.‖  

Barber-Colman, though, perhaps because of its size, location and use of resources, 

looms large as the potential catalyst to revitalize Southwest Rockford, especially along 

the west side of the Rock River. Whatever the use, proponents argue that it will bring foot 

traffic and serve as a hub of activity for the area. Several interviewees – including Hervey 

and 3
rd

 Ward Alderman Doug Mark, whose district is north of Hervey‘s – note that 

Rockford has long neglected its riverfront; Hervey says that ―Rockford finally realized 

that the river was good for something other than dumping industrial waste,‖ while Mark 

notes that historically ―we‘ve not been good stewards of how we develop our riverfront‖  

(Mark 2011). In coordination with the South Main Street planning and other capital 

improvement programs, Victory Bell sees a rebuilt Barber-Colman as a potential hub of 

activity for the area  (Bell 2011). Dust also sees the future possibilities of the site, but 
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says that the community and the private sector will have to complement the investment 

undertaken by the city and developer at Barber-Colman (Dust 2011). 

Brownfields are only a part of Rockford‘s challenges. The remains of a 

manufacturing economy, the effects of a long-standing school discrimination lawsuit, and 

countless other challenges are intertwined in the city‘s efforts to revitalize its west side. 

Those interviewed see potential for Barber-Colman to be a positive catalyst for a long-

neglected community; both the symbolism of municipal and private development on the 

west side and the reality of drawing residents back to the city center serve as strong 

incentives for city leaders to expend political and financial capital on the area. While it 

won‘t necessarily remedy the mistakes of the past, a renovated, active Barber-Colman – 

in concert with a larger corridor plan and transit infrastruture – would help to anchor a 

new perception of Southwest Rockford, one that is marked by potential rather than 

imminent decline.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  

In his article ―The Science of ―Muddling Through‘‖, Charles Lindbloom asks, 

―How does one state even to himself the relative importance of these partially conflicting 

values? A simple ranking of them is not enough; one needs ideally to know much of one 

value is worth sacrificing for some of another value‖ (Lindbloom 2003). This complex 

equation is even more challenging when developing a brownfield site in a low-income 

neighborhood with high unemployment; the city loses a lot of bargaining chips when the 

location is undesirable and the process is complicated. The social goals of the planner‘s 

triangle are difficult to pursue without extensive federal subsidies targeted toward 

sustainable development of brownfield sites (not just environmental remediation and 

temporary job creation); without more external funding, the economic development  

corner of the triangle will probably win the day when cities look to redevelop individual 

brownfield sites.  

 The triage-based approach of developing individual sites, however, appears to be 

slowly falling out of favor in Rockford. As the city develops neighborhood-based 

corridor revitalization strategies (the South Main Street strategy was based on a similar 

corridor study done in an east side neighborhood), it moves closer to a Portland, Oregon-

style plan of making the entire neighborhood – not just the site – attractive to developers. 

This interdisciplinary approach accounts for the complicated inputs in each 

redevelopment project, and creates a system in which long-range plans and short-term 
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accomplishments – i.e., both Friday Night movies and brownfields programs – not only 

co-exist, but work together (Lange and McNeil 2004).  

This focus on development, though, still needs to be handled with care when 

situated within a low-income neighborhood. While Rockford has embedded outreach 

efforts into its South Main Corridor Plan and holds public hearings at neighborhood 

locations, it is worth remembering that the secondary impacts of economic-based 

brownfield redevelopment has been shown to have little impact on the surrounding 

neighborhood. In contrast, projects that produce the greatest number of jobs for local 

residents ―emerge out of projects with community participation and public involvement.‖ 

And if permanent job creation for local residents is a goal – which it undoubtedly is in a 

city beset by the ups and downs of an erratic manufacturing economy – part of the 

corridor strategy could include suggestions for workforce training, job search and 

interview skills workshops, and financial incentives or formal community agreements for 

businesses to hire locally (Howland 2006). 

 Activists within Southwest Rockford are mobilized and should be included in an 

ongoing planning process that continues even if external funding – i.e., from the State of 

Illinois – falls though and delays a construction project. Hearing about construction 

projects that never happened, or took over a decade a start, only serves to further 

discourage a neighborhood that had been neglected by both the public and private sector 

for over 30 years.  
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In the most recent Barber-Colman plan, the city of Rockford has tossed out the 

usual ―Request for Proposal‖ process and asked the developer to assess the feasibility of 

the site. On the surface, this appears to be ceding economic development efforts to the 

developer; hopefully the city has researched the developer‘s past projects to see how they 

have involved (and listened to) the surrounding community. That said, it might be time to 

rewrite some of the administrative rules that have traditionally surrounded (and hindered) 

brownfields – so long as it can be done with community interests in mind.  

However, none of these strategies can combat something that is generally seen as 

outside the planner‘s realm: education. Fewer than 50 percent of the residents of the five 

census tracts examined in Southwest Rockford have graduated from high school. In a 

2008 study, three of the four public high schools in Rockford were labeled as ―dropout 

factories‖ by Johns Hopkins University (Kolkey 2008). Krumholz, in his argument for 

alternative economic development strategies, states that ―[c]ities, states and nations must 

come to realize that education is the single most important economic development 

activity. Compared with improving education, tax incentives and other conventional 

development tools are insignificant‖ (Krumholz 2003).  

Like many cities, the governing structure of the schools in Rockford is separate 

from other city government. Education, even more than brownfields, is tied up in 

complicated issues of community equity and economic development. Rockford city 

leadership is actively lobbying Embry-Riddle Aeronautical School to locate its newest 

four-year campus in downtown Rockford, and there is little doubt that this effort is part of 
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a long-term economic development strategy. Rockford‘s public education history is far 

more complicated than any of its brownfields; abandoned industrial sites may serve as a 

proxy for poverty, but education is a direct link. In a less stratified system, public 

education would be as prominent in community planning as sewer pipe locations, zoning, 

and brownfield redevelopment. But, as seen in this report, the most immediate stepping 

stone to brownfield redevelopment success is carefully considering community input, and 

perhaps that lesson can be applied to other city efforts as well.  
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