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Meeting Minutes

Regular Meeting of the Plan Commission

Zoning Board of Appeals

Tuesday, 
May 7, 2024
7:15 P.M.
City Hall

Board Members

Chairman Robert Schwarz, Secretary Tina Grotzke,

Bryan White, Marco Gutierrez, Ronald Ward, Steve Kehr,


   
Tom Geraghty, Danielle Edenfield, Jonathan Gertsmeier      


 
Meeting called to order at 7:15 p.m. by Chairman Schwarz.
Roll Call:
Secretary Grotzke called the Roll of Members physically present:

Present:
Chairman Robert Schwarz, Steve Kehr, Tina Grotzke, Tom Geraghty, Marco Gutierrez,  


Danielle Edenfield, Ronald Ward, Bryan White
Absent:

Jonathan Gertsmeier

 

Also Present:
City Attorneys James Hess and Erik Peck, Planning Manager Richard Trent, Recording Sec. Prokop 

Approval of Minutes -- The Regular Meeting Minutes of March 5, 2024 were previously distributed to Board Members.  There was one correction on page 2, misplaced names; motion made to approve the minutes as corrected.
A motion was made by Mr. White, seconded by Ms. Grotzke, that this matter be APPROVED as corrected.  The motion carried by the following vote:

Aye:
8
Schwarz, Ward, Kehr, Geraghty, Gutierrez, Grotzke, Edenfield, White 

Nay:
0  











Absent:
1
Gertsmeier 

Chairman’s Comments -- Chairman Schwarz welcomed Troop 216 to the meeting.  He is the Scoutmaster for LaGrange Troop 19.  It is great to see so many young people present at this meeting.  Planning Manager Mr. Trent stated that he wanted to have a training exercise for the Board Members and asked the City Attorneys if they would be willing to participate.  They did so without hesitation.
The Assistant Scout Master introduced Highlands Troop 216 and thanked Board members for allowing the Troop to be present at this Board meeting; it is one of the requirements to earn a Merit Badge for “Citizenship in the Community.”  They plan on sitting in on the meeting for a half hour of the presentation.  
Chairman Schwarz provided a brief overview of the Planning and Zoning process.  Properties in the city are subject to the City’s zoning restrictions.  The Comprehensive Plan is a long-range guide that helps City leaders review new proposals (cases) coming before the Board.  Each case receives individual attention – to make sure what is requested complies with the Zoning Code and Ordinances of the City.  He discussed various rules, including Variances and Special Use practices.  The community and surrounding residents receive public notice (on a case by case basis) to attend a meeting where these types of public hearings take place.  After a PC/ZBA public hearing is conducted (where all parties are heard), a recommendation is made and presented to City Council who has the final authority and votes to approve or reject a given proposal.
Other Business
City Attorney Presentation – “The Role & Responsibility of a Plan Commissioner.”  Attorney James Hess provided a PowerPoint Presentation to the Board and the audience of Troop 216.essHess
  He stated that although the board members seated on the dais are not elected officials, they are appointed by the Mayor, and are some of the most important people in any city, other than the Mayor and elected officials.  New proposals for any business or residential change must first be approved by the Plan Commission / Zoning Board of Appeals (PC/ZBA).  The Applicant presents its plan, which is thoroughly reviewed by the Board; changes may be suggested to comply with Codes and Ordinances of the City.  When both parties come to an agreement, the proposal is approved; no agreement, no approval.
Mr. Hess stated that the Planning process allows for growth in a City that promotes a healthier environment and improves the health and well-being of individual residents.  Mr. Peck provided a “Planning” example -- the City of Chicago and the planning of Lake Shore Drive.  It was by planning and design, over 100 years ago, that there are no buildings on the lakefront today; visionaries decided that the lakefront should be left in its natural state for the benefit and enjoyment of the residents.  That didn’t happen by accident; it was planned by design.  That’s what the PC/ZBA does; it promotes and maintains certain standards in the city.
Mr. Hess stated that Zoning involves a general plan to direct the development of property in a municipality by dividing it into “districts” according to use.  Businesses generally are not placed next to residential areas.  They are separated by zoning districts; within zoning districts are several “Permitted Uses” and “Special Use” categories.  Comparison was made to the computer game program “SIM CITY”.  Zoning helps cities regulate where businesses (retail), industrial (manufacturing), and residential buildings are strategically located within a city.  
Question:  Can the City change the zoning?  Yes, those are called “Map Amendments (Rezonings).”  The Comprehensive Plan is the blueprint for the future growth of the City.  Business/Commercial zoning can be converted to residential but the city would lose out on sales taxes.  Countryside is one of the only cities in Cook County that does not levy a property tax because of its strong business and commercial base.  Commissioner Geraghty stated that Chicago is contemplating that very move today as COVID has left many empty office buildings in the Loop that are now being considered for conversion to apartments and/or condos.  Some hotels are also being considered for this type of changeover.  Generally, developers come in and request these types of zoning changes.  Other general questions were discussed including citations and the adjudication process.  At this point, the Scout Troop excused themselves from the meeting.  They thanked the Board for allowing them to attend this evening.
Mr. Hess continued -- the “Power of Zoning” – originates from the laws of nuisance; it prohibits specific uses not compatible with the area.  If a municipality wishes to create an ordinance it does so through a Zoning Commission, whose function it is to prepare a tentative proposed Zoning Ordinance and report. Planning and Zoning were originally two (2) separate entities; but it made sense to combine the two bodies into one since they were overlapping.  The PC/ZBA is the Commission that conducts hearings and makes recommendations to the City Council that may be accepted or rejected.  The Functions of the PC/ZBA are to prepare and recommend a Comp Plan for future development and redevelopment of the City; prepare and recommend plans for specific improvements in pursuing the Comp Plan.  The Comp Plan is a GUIDE ONLY --- it is not a legally binding document.  The City must abide by the City Code. 
The PC/ZBA hears matters concerning the Comp Plan, the Zoning Map and Zoning Relief – through Special Uses in PUDs, Variations, and Map and Text Amendments.  Mr. Trent added Preliminary/Final Plats too.  Attorney Peck stated that every municipality should have a Comp Plan; it is the future vision of the City and should be updated every 15 to 20 years (re-evaluated every 3 to 5 years).
Public Hearings are all open to the general public; individuals can ask for subpoenas to be issued and certain individuals to testify; all interested parties have the opportunity to appear and be fully heard, bring in expert witnesses or neighboring property owners; all interested parties receive a “Notice of Hearing”.  Public Hearings follow a specific agenda format including applicant testimony, public testimony, cross exam, rebuttal, comments by interested parties, PC/ZBA deliberation, and the vote taken; all written and recorded, and all actions subject to the Open Meetings Act.

Mr. Hess covered Variations and Special Uses (a majority of the types of requests received) -- specifically the six (6) standards that apply to a Special Use – must be followed in each case – and the several conditions that apply with Variations.  Findings, Approval and Override – Findings of fact are made so that the City Council can review the matter/request, note the findings and the recommendation re: a Variation or Special Use.  Ultimately, the City Council has the right to override the recommendation of the PC/ZBA by a 2/3 majority for Variations and by a simple majority vote in the case of a Special Use. 
Your Role as a “Municipal Official” -  fairness is the major objective, do not allow emotion or irrationality to take over - pay attention; consult with experts and learn the Rules – the conditions for Variances and the six (6) standards for Special Uses.  Review your packets thoroughly prior to the meeting, think about the future of the City, and keep the Comp Plan and its goals in mind.  Set an example and present yourself as a public official at all times; THANK YOU for your service on behalf of the City.  General discussion took place re:  the City following its own Ordinances – not always the case.  The courts give deference to the City Council’s decisions; Courts cannot act legislatively in making decisions – example cited – the act of creating a new liquor license, if none is available.  Mr. Trent asked board members not to hesitate to ask our City attorneys any questions now or anytime in the future.
Ticket Statistics (for March/April 2024) - In March/April, 11/15 tickets respectively were issued in total (compared to 14 in February) – 0/2 issued for idling trucks prohibited; 8/9 issued for parking/storing tractors-trailers; 0/0 issued for commercial vehicles at residence; and 5/2 issued for not registered to a business.  The parking/storing of tractor-trailers is up in April.  Discussion ensued re: normal hotel parkers still exist but we’re beginning to see trailers parked at Tony’s on Joliet Road – after regular business hours.  That location coupled with Countryside Plaza, near Floor & Décor, appear to be new parking locations.  If this matter continues to be a problem, it should be escalated to the executive level – contemplate a potential increase in fines or require trucks to park only in designated locations -- loading docks of a commercial district and/or an industrial district and nowhere else.   
Regarding “Utility Trailers” – discussion ensued re: the Code and how it views them (as a recreational vehicle).  They are not permitted to be stored in any district.  If located on a residential property, they must be screened.  They cannot sit in a commercial or industrial district unless they are specifically licensed or owned by that particular business.  A recent situation has come to light where a guest at Best Western, working in the area for 1-3 months, brought their utility trailer along, unhitched the trailer and left it in the parking lot.  Per Code, that sort of activity is not allowed.  The owner was issued a citation and contacted; they in turn put a placard on it stating they are a guest; that is not sufficient.  If the trailer is left alone, not attached to a vehicle, then further action will be required; it is being handled.
2018-24 Zoning Cases - New items were updated for the calendar year.  The former City Hall site project was extended to October 27, 2024 for the Plat of Resubdivision and Special Use (Business PUD).  The RDA is still being worked on.  At this point, there may be no more extensions available.  There have been other parties in the past who have expressed interest in the property.  IDOT road improvements may have played a part in the delay.
Upcoming Cases  
The June meeting will be held on June 11, 2024; there are several cases that are near to being ready for submittal:

1.
Proposed Banquet Facility (6420 Joliet Road) – the architect believes they are almost ready;
2.
Former Stanley Luke Farms (10101 5th Avenue Cutoff) – is Double J, the new owner, opened up as an equestrian center (Johnson Equestrian Center).  They are storing items on site that are not permitted in the R-7 district.  The previous use was continued, however they would now like to store trailers on dirt/gravel, as well as other things on site that normally wouldn’t be stored outside (typically found in detached accessory buildings); this has been ongoing for some time.

3.
Gina Fisher (Autobarn) property (6131 Joliet Road), corner let; they seek to expand the Volkswagen Dealership and move inventory onto this lot in order to park legally.  The City has been trying to work with them.  An application is forthcoming by the end of May, to be formally submitted in June to be presented during the July agenda.   Ms. Fisher does not have a Special Use to use the lot for a car dealership.  The previous use (an Oldsmobile Dealership) site has been vacant for well over six months and has never been reinstated for dealership status; they resurfaced the lot a couple of years ago and seek to store additional inventory.
Discussion then ensued re: the following past projects and businesses:

1. The Former Gold Dragon Restaurant/Caraways (6562 Joliet Road) – the Petitioner, from last year, came in today to submit an interior demolition permit to begin the build-out process; he finally signed the lease papers and is ready to move forward (which he had previously stated in January).  The Variance received in December will expire in June; if he doesn’t do anything, he must request a formal extension.  The City does provide friendly reminders.
2. Jameson’s Charhouse - Independently owned & operated (6201 Joliet Road) – was very expensive; the hotel still owns it but is looking for something else or may revert back to a regular restaurant per Commissioner Geraghty.  The restaurant was usually empty; a sign was seen “Restaurant for Lease” per Commissioner Kehr.  The hotel is currently going through some challenges; a request to repurpose the site may be submitted in the future.  No other discussion took place.
ADJOURNMENT:
A motion was made by Ms. Grotzke, seconded by Mr. White, that this meeting be ADJOURNED.  The motion carried by the following vote:



Aye:
8
Schwarz, Ward, Kehr, Geraghty, Gutierrez, Edenfield, Grotzke, White 
Nay:
0


Absent:
1
Gertsmeier
Chairman Schwarz declared the meeting adjourned at 8:43p.m.
APPROVED: 
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Respectfully Submitted,

ROBERT SCHWARZ, CHAIRMAN

/fp
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