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00:02:26
On today’s show…For years now, I’ve had this little private mind-game I play whenever I walk along the lakefront and I come to that iconic view of the skyline from about where the chess pavilion is  at North Avenue. I think about how it’s changed in the 50 years that I've been watching it, starting with Hancock and Sears and through the condo tower boom of the eighties and so forth, and I try to imagine that, in one flash, I could be standing at that spot in, say 2070. What would it look like? Well. it looks to me like we’re in the early stages of one of those huge physical transformations right now. Lots of new big buildings, but also some significant structural changes, too. Will there still be retail stores in 2070? Will there be what we now call malls? Movie theaters? Concert venues? Will there be much need for public spaces at all? Will there be places where what we think of as industry happens, or will you just make whatever you need in the basement on your printer? O’Hare’s being completely rebuilt. There’s a massive move from suburbs back into the central cities, especially Chicago, but probably it’s not as big, or as long lasting, as you might think. And let’s not forget transportation. Will we have torn down the els and Metra tracks because everyone has a self-driving pod?  But It’s not like it used to be. If you’re smart, you’re not just throwing up big buildings or developments and hoping people’ll come. Today you have to take into account the vast social upheavals we’re going through, and you have to try to guess where technology will take  ten, twenty years into the future.

And here’s the big question. Will those business, professional and political leaders have the courage and wisdom to get us through all of this upheaval?

Well, luckily, I’ve got a guy. He’s a guy who’s written about business for decades. Written for the Trib. Been an editor at Crain’s, worked in Governor Quinn’s office for a time. The BGA. WBBM radio. In other words, a pretty informed human. SO today, trying to get a grip on where our town is headed in the near and maybe a bit further-down-the-road future too.

Ken:
Robert Reed, man about town, journalist and all those things. Glad to have you back. 
Robert:
Thank you. Good to be here. 

Ken:
Last time we had you on we started talking about Six Corners. We both are familiar with that area and have written about it.
Robert:
Yes.
Ken:
Then you went and wrote a piece for Chicago Magazine, the Battle for Six Corners and so forth, and I read it of course with great interest, and what I thought at the end of it was wow, this story is like an allegory of some sort. I mean it’s a story about Six Corners, but it’s also a story about how does a city reinvent itself. 
Robert:
I had that same impression as well going into the story and I’m glad that was one of your take-aways from it, because as you’ve outlined there’s tremendous disruption that’s occurring at almost every level, political, in business, throughout the neighborhoods, the entire area, and we don’t really know what it’s all going to end up looking like or being like. But a situation like Six Corners where they have one or two or three tracts of land, huge tracts of land now that are ripe for redevelopment and can actually change the complete nature not only of that intersection, but the surrounding neighborhood and then beyond. It’s going to be fascinating to see how it ends up. And already you are seeing a tussle going on in that community. Do they want it to be the next Logan’s Square or the next Wicker Park, Andersonville, or do they want it to be something else? One of the things that has occurred is that they are trying to put up a $120-million senior citizen facility and there’s been some pushback in the neighborhood. Not because they are again senior citizens, but because they think if you put that in that’s going to actually stop it from becoming a trendy happening neighborhood. I think similar things are occurring within the city and are going to occur within the suburbs as well where you deal with all of these different issues. 

Ken:
It was really of great interest to me because Portage Park where that neighborhood is is not a distressed or depressed neighborhood. It’s a functioning neighborhood. There’s very little vacancy around or anything, so it’s not the same kind of story as you would see when you are talking about some of the really unfortunately disinvested communities in Chicago where the shopping strip has just died because people have moved away. This shopping strip died because of social changes.
Robert:
Yeah.
Ken:
And so the question is do you replace it - and if so, with what, and you’ve got a really kind of dynamic alderman up there in Arena, John Arena, and they are thinking about these things, but it’s curious to me about where it’s going to go. You also by the way have young versus old.

00:05:19 
Robert:
Very much so and one of the things that you are talking about that has brought this on is the demise of the Sears store there. As we all know Sears is going away in bits and pieces but going away nonetheless as we know it, and that is leaving like a complete block that needs to be redeveloped and then you have a bank that’s gone and so on. Peoples’ gas is leaving the area and locating so that’s another huge tract of land. So in a way it’s a blank canvas where you can start working on it, but this is going to require a lot of upfront decisions. It’s not just going to happen as it has in some other neighborhoods. It’s going to require planning and agreement on what they want to be and where they want to go. I think it’s a very tough nut to crack because there are so many different opinions. And as you say, this is a neighborhood that it’s what we used to call a working-class neighborhood, a lot of people there who are retired. You have an ethnic population. It’s a bungalow belt, but at the same time you’re seeing a lot of fancy townhomes spring up, gentrification. It’s going to be a real worms-eye view of what’s going to happen, is happening and going to continue to happen in other parts of the city. 
Ken:
I mean I was just thinking I’m a part of this, I don’t live in Portage Park, I live nearby, but I’m another one of these people who is retiring in place. I have absolutely no desire, we don’t want to move to Tucson or something. We love Chicago. We’re going to stay here, and so that causes economic problems of a whole different kind because the housing stock isn’t turning over the way you would like to see it turnover maybe or whatever.
Robert:
Well that’s right, and also the people who are retiring and are lucky enough to have a nest egg and a pension and so on they are going to spend that money. They have disposable income, but one of the concerns is if you have a senior citizen center with a café and a lot of other things inside it they are not going to get out into the community, no foot traffic. They’re not going to go to the shops, so that’s where the tension was. 
00:07:28
Ken:
We also brought up – I mentioned earlier about the suburbs and again, I guess we just have to say we’re going to have to talk very fast today because we’ve got to solve a massive social issue in 45 minutes. I am really really interested in the city versus suburb thing because I think because of McDonald’s coming downtown and the Mayor has been very successful in getting at least headquarters of companies to come in, we have this notion that everybody is leaving the suburbs and teeming into the city. I don’t believe it. I think it’s happening. I think a news reporter could get a story out of it but I don’t think Schaumberg is going away. I don’t think Flossmoor is going away or Morton Grove or any of those places. They like Chicago are busily re-inventing themselves as something slightly different.
Robert:
They absolutely are and a good example of that is Caterpillar. It did not want to come downtown when it decided to relocate the headquarter from Peoria, but they went out to Deerfield. Now their thinking is we are an international company and we want to get to O’Hare quickly. I don’t think they are going to get there as quickly as they think, [chuckles] but those other suburbs that you are talking about are going to leverage off of O’Hare, and I think if you get western access into the airport as well that will be key to developing it as well. Plus there is availability and vacancy and the pricing might be right. I don’t think it’s as hot as it was a couple of decades ago when everybody was going out to the suburbs to get cheaper office space and cut deals. There is an attraction to being in the city and chasing the millennials and whoever comes after them and going after that market and trying to understand that market. To a degree you have to have your [brain trust] there to see it. But at the same time I think the prosperous suburbs are going to continue to prosper and will find ways to reinvent themselves. Now we have some other suburbs that aren’t doing as well financially. They have a lot of problems in terms of being able to provide public services and finances and that’s a whole other situation.
Ken:
It is and it kind of mirrors the city.
Robert:
Yeah. If you talk about a tale of two cities, which is what we often hear downtown versus the rest of the city it’s often the tale of two suburbs, the prosperous ones versus those that are really on the brink.
Ken:
Two kinds of suburbs. 
Robert:
Two kinds.
00:09:53
Ken:
You mentioned O’Hare and I thought that might be a good way for us to get into our beloved mayor because I’ve got to say I’m really impressed with the amount of work that’s been done at O’Hare. I know that’s not popular to say, but if we have an economic engine it probably isn’t Sterling Bay as much as it’s O’Hare. If we don’t have that we’ve got nothing, and O’Hare was really really falling behind. It was becoming a second-rate airport at least and I’m kind of impressed with the fact that - I know this probably sounds controversial, but I can sit on my back deck now and I can watch three planes come in at the same time coming through those parallel runways. And I sit there and I think well I hate the noise but it’s the sound of progress. O’Hare is very important and I think this mayor has acknowledged that.
Robert:
Hugely important. It is an economic engine and to keep it modern and keep it up to speed with international airports and international gateways is very important. And when you look at the amount of money that’s being plowed into LaGuardia and other airports in the country O’Hare has to maintain that pace. So refiguring the airport so that you can get more out of it makes sense. Modernizing it makes sense, more amenities and so on – okay, it all works. I think where the breakdown occurred was the again the outreach to the community.
Ken:
Oh that, yeah. [Chuckles] 
Robert:
If you live nearby O’Hare and those three planes are coming over you might as well forget about enjoying your Sunday in the backyard.
Ken:
If you lived in what used to be Oak Grove Village I mean that’s not a laughing matter. It’s a very serious issue.
Robert:
Right, it is, and some can make the argument well did you expect when you moved next to an airport and there’s a degree of truth to that, but the city has I think gotten a little better at connecting with the surrounding suburbs and the communities to try to soften the blow of this expansion. But no matter what the expansion is coming and from an economic standpoint it’s required. It’s vital.
00:12:10
Ken:
You and I were talking a little bit before we went on the air about this thing in the Sun-Times. Fran Spielman seems to be singularly at the Chicago Sun-Times leading us down this path that Rahm Emanuel might just surprise us all and not run for mayor. 
Robert:
Yeah.
Ken:
Are you buying any of this?
Robert:
I buy it a little bit and I wouldn’t have bought it in January but the more I’ve been out in the community I’m sort of amazed at the anger there is for Rahm Emanuel in so many different quarters. And when I hear it from small business people it’s fees. It’s I’m getting all these fees and they are giving these tax breaks to the big companies and I’m picking up the tab for them, or at least that’s what they think. Obviously the situation with the police force and what’s going on and the west and south sides of the city have been hugely important, so I thought he was going in kind of really strong. I’ve been a little surprised at these areas where the anger just seems to be out now. Now, will that translate into not re-electing him? I’m not so certain, because I don’t think any of the candidates that have been lining up to run against him have been tremendously impressive. I don’t even know if you stood them up side by side if you had an idea of what each one of them really stands for. Yeah, Rahm has a record that you can run against, but it’s not without its accomplishments. And I think in the second term he has actually been better in addressing some of the problems that came up in the first term, but people have long memories – closing 50 schools, getting rid of the mental health clinics, the whole thing about the resources not being deployed properly, that’s going to be really tough to beat back, so I don’t rule it out. She’s a pretty good reporter.
Ken:
It’s interesting to me to note as you say that… This is a very delicate thing – how do I say this? The people who agreed to have themselves run for mayor might well have understood that it was a hard hill to climb and that they weren’t probably going to win but they wanted to make their point and they wanted to make it articulately and many of them have. But if you suddenly face the prospect that Rahm Emanuel is not in that race it looks a lot different. 
Robert:
Doesn’t it? It absolutely does.
Ken:
I’m saying that delicately because I’ve met all of them and I think they are all decent and impressive human beings. I’ve enjoyed all the conversations I’ve had with all of them. I think they all have great points to make, but you know… Let me put it this way, Rahm Emanuel had a huge learning curve, right? I mean he started off he made huge mistakes when he started and he kept making mistakes and his first four years were pretty awful. If you just took his second four years he hasn’t been in my humble opinion that bad of a mayor. He’s accomplished a lot of things and he’s learned a lot of things along the way. His third term he might actually start to be a pretty good mayor. [Chuckles] I don’t feel like I want to start over again. This is not an endorsement of Rahm Emanuel by the way, but I get a little itchy about the idea of having Gary McCarthy or somebody come in and try to learn it over or Troy LaRaviere or any of the others, which is terrible because next week Troy is going to be our guest here on the show. I’m stepping in this much more deeply than I want to but it’s a very emotional thing this thing about our mayors. 
00:16:09
Robert:
Well I mean all the people running against him are saying, “I’m not Rahm Emanuel.” Well if Rahm Emanuel is out of the mix then who are you and what have you done? Do we have a record that we can look at and judge you upon that record? McCarthy I think is going to have to run against his record no matter what. Vallas’ record is frankly kind of ancient. We don’t really know Paul Vallas anymore. Lorie Lightfoot is an attorney and an activist and has had some municipal experience, but again nowhere near running an entire city. So you’re absolutely right, it would put everybody on a completely different level to sort of explain what it is that they hope to do and how to do it. You can’t beat experience and you’re right, he’s gotten a ton of it. I think when he started out as mayor he was so focused on the fiscal issues of the city that other things were neglected, and if anything over time I think he became a better politician and understanding that that is a road to nowhere, because you can talk about making the city whole financially, but if you are neglecting huge issues in the city you are going to run into problems.

Ken:
If you’re not making that personal connection.

Robert:
Right. Which I don’t know the man that well but I don’t think he does it easily making personal connections with people but he’s gotten better at that too, so we’ll see. If he stays in I think it’s going to be a really fascinating race. If he drops out it will be fascinating too but for other reasons.

00:17:41
Ken:
You worked for Pat Quinn. 

Robert:
I did.

Ken:
So you know a little bit about Pat Quinn and what an unusual character he is. Another guy who has been on the show a bunch of times, I always enjoy talking to him, do you think that his ballot initiative has a chance? Could that be part of this?

Robert:
I think it’s a wild card that if the anger we’re talking about against Rahm is tangible that could be something that could disrupt it and could hurt him.

Ken:
Well there’s two questions aren’t there, the first question is could he possibly get it on the ballot. 

Robert:
Right.

Ken:
And the second question is if he got it on the ballot could it defeat Rahm. 

Robert:
Could it defeat Rahm – yeah. I think legally Quinn has scoped it out that he’s got a chance to do that.

Ken:
So you’re not ruling that out. 

Robert:
I don’t rule it out, but personally I’m not a big fan of term limits.

Ken:
Nor am I.

Robert:
I think we have built-in term limits. I know that there is always concern that the deck is stacked against non-incumbents and that type of thing, but I prefer to let democracy take its course and not put up a lot of these kind of barriers. Having said that you know tactically this could be a real problem for him. We’re just going to have to wait and see how that pans out.

Ken:
I hadn’t given this any thought until 1½ minutes ago, but is it possible that Rahm’s legal people are telling him you know we looked at these 81,000 signatures and about 60,000 of them look like they are okay. It’s going to get on the ballot. Maybe they are telling him that. But we don’t know, maybe they are. And if he is there’s another thing about this that’s really kind of quirky that you only have to get 50% plus 1 for it to pass, that’s correct, right?

Robert:
That’s my understanding.

Ken:
My understanding of it is that it is 50% plus 1 of those who vote for the initiative, and I’ve got to say I don’t think it would be that hard to get 51% or 50% of Chicagoans to say, “Oh throw him out.” Which is different than going in the ballot box and voting for a mayoral candidate, right?

Robert:
And hence that’s my problem with it because I think it should be left up to an election to decide. But Pat Quinn has been doing these types of referendums for practically his entire career. If anybody knows the lay of the land it’s him.

Ken:
Why is he doing it?

Robert:
Good question. I think… Why is he doing it? I don’t know if it’s a personal thing between he and Rahm. I don’t think they are the best of friends, but I think more broadly Quinn really does believe in government by referendum. 

Ken:
Yeah, but he believed in it all along and just suddenly started this this time.

Robert:
Yeah, I don’t know what is really compelling him to do it.

00:20:40
Ken:
You were there. I never even thought about this, you are a great guy to ask about this, I mean we’ve all speculated on the fact that Rahm Emanuel didn’t really show much enthusiasm for Quinn when Quinn was running for governor. It wasn’t that he was full-out for Rauner, but he may have just been thinking you know this is a toss-up for me and Rauner is my buddy so I’m just going to sit it out. That’s kind of the way I saw it happening. What did you see from down on your end? 

Robert:
Well I wasn’t part of the campaign. I was long gone before any of that occurred, but I don’t think the two of them got along all that well personally. I don’t know what the connection is. They have a lot of mutual friends, but I never got the impression that anybody in the Democratic establishment was all that crazy about Pat Quinn as governor. Mike Madigan the Speaker of the House caused him a lot of grief, so did John Cullerton, and that’s the thing about Democrats, when they get into office they become even more dysfunctional when they’re all in it.

Ken:
That’s the definition of Democrat. [Chuckles] 

Robert:
So I’m not quite certain what motivated that, but like I say Quinn is no stranger to this kind of movement. I think he thought it was a good issue, he might as well go for it and it keeps him out there in the public eye too.

Ken:
Nobody is going to be able to beat Rahm Emanuel for fundraising. He’s got all the money he possible could use to do anything he wants to do in the way of campaigning. He’s just playing with us. 

Robert:
You think he’s running?

Ken:
He’s waiting until the last minute. He’s doing it because he enjoys seeing people like us sit around and talk like this. That’s what it is.

Robert:
Okay. 

Ken:
We just talked last week about the POBs, right, the Pension Obligation Bonds and it seems at first like such a hair brain scheme, but some people, we had Ralph Martire on last week saying he thinks it might work. I mean Rahm Emanuel may be able to announce in the weeks before the campaign that they just sold $100-million worth of bonds and that it’s going to stabilize the pensions for the next three or four years. That will get him re-elected.

Robert:
Well it won’t hurt because the pension ramp is getting bigger and bigger and the city is going to have to come up with a lot of money and it’s just this huge drain on the city finances. The Pension Obligation Bonds are intriguing. They are usually floated by municipalities that are in really bad financial shape and it’s sort of a desperation move. In this case they seem to be saying we can structure the bonds in such a way that we can ease the pressure on our cashflow and cover our expenses and so on, and maybe even make some money down the road. But again, if that money is squandered or used for things other than the pensions like it was when the state did something similar to this…

Ken:
Blagojevich did that, yeah.

Robert:
Under Blagojevich, then I think it’s just going to redouble your problems, so it really is going to come down to the details. I would like to see a lot more sunshine on the process before anyone signs off on it. Unfortunately it looks like it’s going to just kind of zip through. If that happens we can end up paying a lot more down the road and that would be bad.

Ken:
I’ve lost track. The City Council has to vote on it?

Robert:
Yeah, they are in the process I think of learning about it and so on, but it would be nice if they let the citizens learn more about it too you know. [Chuckles] 

Ken:
The aldermen will probably get an hour and a half to examine this thing themselves.

Robert:
And it may be more show and tell than a true Q&A.

00:24:29
Ken:
Speaking of sunshine where the sun doesn’t shine is in that Tesla hole down there under the city, this 200-mile-an-hour thing to O’Hare or something. I mean as fantastical as the whole thing is the real issue is nobody has any idea what kind of a deal they may or may not have struck or whether they actually have a deal or when they put shovels in the ground, or whatever. They may not use shovels anymore. When they put the lasers in the ground. What is this?


Robert:
Yeah. The Better Government Association, one of the places I worked at for about six years is wondering too and they I think have filed suit to find out what exactly are the specifications of this deal. I think that’s something you have to really kind of get into. Could this deal announcement come at a worst time? Because right after the city reveals it then you find out that Elon Musk is kind of going through some problems. 

Ken:
[Laughs] He’s having some issues.

Robert:
He’s having some issues and talking about taking his company private, didn’t tell anyone else about it and they learned about it on Twitter.

Ken:
Saying he’s completely exhausted and all those things that build confidence.

Robert:
Exactly, and his investors and shareholders are wondering what’s going on and I’m sure somebody has a succession plan in a drawer in case he can’t see it through so we will see if this ever really comes to reality.

Ken:
And you know that succession plan probably does not include drilling 20-mile tunnels under big cities.

Robert:
No. What those investors want are those electric cars being manufactured in a way that they don’t blow-up and are safe on the road, and that’s where their focus is. I don’t think that these other ancillary issues that he wants to get into whether they are mini submarines or doing things like this are going to be top of mind with the investors. So if he can’t control his company where do you go from there? And that’s why you want to know what the details are of the plan, whatever details there are.

Ken:
Yes. Tell me everything that you are proposing please. Let’s see the specification book. How deep are you going to build these tunnels? How are you going to avoid the caissons under Sears, whatever that building is called? What is it called this week? That building, that kind of thing. 

00:26:54


We started out talking about this weird fantasy of mine of what does Chicago look like physically 50 years from now? What does Chicago feel like 50 years from now? Do you think about that stuff?

Robert:
I think about it a little bit. What does it all going to end up being. I’m particularly concerned from the standpoint of natural resources, what are we going to do with the lake and are we going to protect the fresh water that’s there because I think that is so key to this location and also to the regional economy and the environment. And the issue of density, just how big are we going to get and how concentrated within the footprint of the city are we going to get. So I see like you do a lot of disruption coming, some good, some bad. But you know what I think should concern everybody is who are we leaving behind and how are we leaving them behind and are we becoming just so keyed in on growth for growth’s sake and whatever opportunities we think are out there that we are not bringing others – everybody along. And I think that that’s going to be troublesome. I don’t want us to become two cities, the very rich and the affluent and then everybody else, so those are the things that I would like to see addressed. And I think in that regard you need strong advocates within government to sort of put their finger on the scale and say to developers and the private interests hey you know what - there’s a constituency you have to watch out for. This is what you have to do, and we will see if that’s going to happen.

00:28:38


Ken:
We talked earlier a little bit about the suburbs and the relationship of the suburbs to the city. The suburbs represent the majority of our population, even though there are 100 or whatever there are of them. That is a big part of what you’re talking about here too because unless in the next 50 years we are able to come up with some kind of a regional at least collaborative if not a government, then the Manhattanization of Chicago will just continue on. And what you will see is that the people who live in the city and the nearest in neighborhoods are just this kind of walled garden of incredibly wealthy people and everybody else gets to choose which suburb or outlying neighborhood they are forced to live in. 

Robert:
Right. I think it was Tom Wolfe in The Bonfire of the Vanities called it insulation. In the city you have to insulate. I really would not like to see that happen because I think one of the strong points of the Chicago area is the sense of community. And the fact that even though you may not live in Chicago you come to Chicago to do things and to see things and so on. But you’re right, in terms of the regional government I’m not hopeful. We have so many units of government in Illinois we need far fewer as opposed to more creations in government, and we don’t seem to be any closer to getting rid of them. There has been a movement in DuPage to get rid of some units of government, taxing bodies and so on, but it has been a slow-go and I think it always will be because there’s just too many vested interests before you do it. 


And business itself I think has just sort of learned to kind of go around government. They are not really engaged. To me one of the biggest changes with the business community from when I started covering business to now is that you don’t have what I consider to be the corporate titans who are involved in the city life and the way that they were before, more involved with the neighborhoods, involved with improving the city and the quality of life. You have a lot of rich people putting money into the Art Institute or museums and things like that, but I would like to see a lot more of that money spread out throughout the community, and God knows there’s enough money out there to do it.  
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