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New Stone 
Revetment to 
Improve Wave 
Climate

Star Docks 
Replaced with 
Boat Slips

New Multiple 
Use Facilities

Proposed plan for refinements to Montrose Harbor
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The Far North Lakefront

The far north portion of Chicago’s lakefront is unlike any 
other.  Immediately north of the intensely activated and 
programmed Lincoln Park – which houses three harbors 
among its many amenities including the Lincoln Park Zoo 
and Conservatory, several museums, and playing fields 
for sports such as soccer, baseball, football, tennis, golf 
and archery – the Far North Lakefront is characterized by 
its lack of large publicly accessible lakefront open spaces.  
Several studies have indicated that the Far North Lakefront 
communities suffer from a shortage of parks and open 
spaces on a per capita basis.

The 1909 Burnham Plan’s lakefront vision of monumental 
public open spaces linked together by a continuous green 
parkway is celebrated along much of Chicago’s lakefront.  
Other cities envy the foresight of Chicago’s early leaders 
in maintaining such a continuous open public lakefront.  
But this bold vision did not get completed along the Far 
North Lakefront.  The Far North Lakefront includes 
significant stretches that are in private ownership, and 
many other spaces where public access is limited to street-
end rights-of-way and small discontinuous parks and 
beaches.  Lake Shore Drive abruptly terminates at the 
north end of Lincoln Park, causing significant vehicular 

and non-vehicular traffic and access problems within the 
Far North Lakefront communities and along the Far North 
Lakefront.

The Chicago Lakefront Harbor Framework Plan project 
team investigated the Far North Lakefront for potential 
new harbor locations, and identified one preliminary 
concept at an early point in the planning process.  During 
the public planning process it became clear, however, that 
it was premature to discuss the potential development of a 
new harbor along the Far North Lakefront before the larger 
lakefront public access, transportation, and open space 
development issues were addressed. 

While the Chicago Lakefront Harbor Framework Plan 
does not contain any specific proposals for new harbors 
along the Far North Lakefront, its recommendations 
include addressing in a timely manner these larger issues 
that need to be resolved before new parks and open spaces 
in general – and new harbors in specific – can reasonably 
be contemplated for development, and the Burnham 
Plan’s bold lakefront vision can be completed along the Far 
North Lakefront.           

Part of Chicago’s Far North Lakefront
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2.4  Harbor System-Wide &  
      Lakefront Recommendations

Many harbor system-wide and lakefront recommendations 
are within the specific purview of this plan, while others 
are beyond its scope.  As each lakefront plan exists in 
conjunction with other lakefront plans—past, current and 
future—this Plan seeks to further other lakefront goals 
and visions by offering a series of specific harbor system 
recommendations and general lakefront recommendations.  
These recommendations are offered in the spirit of the 
Lakefront Protection Ordinance, and towards the goal of a 
system of “Harbors in Parks.”

Technical

•	 Improve harbor protection structures and navigational 
aids as needed.  Regular maintenance and periodic 
upgrades are needed at all harbors.  

•	 Monitor and periodically modify the boat berthing 
and mooring options.  As trends and preferences 
evolve over time, so should the Harbor System’s 
offerings in the competitive marketplace.

•	 Establish a reserve fund with adequate resources 
to perform maintenance and repair of harbor and 
lakefront infrastructure.  This fund could cover shore 
protection structures, regular harbor and shoreline 
dredging, dockage, buildings, roadways, and utilities. 

•	 Investigate in-water winter boat storage where 
appropriate.  New technologies exist that make this 
currently feasible in other Great Lakes harbors, and a test 
may be feasible within certain Chicago harbor locations.  

Amenities

•	 Upgrade restroom and shower facilities at the harbors.  
The current harbor facilities are below industry 
standards.  The Belmont Harbor shared facility is a 
good prototype of a harbor facility that serves both 
boaters and non-boaters.      

•	 Provide an increased range of boater services.  Simple 
boater needs such as a ship store, maintenance, repair 
and other marine services are scarce within the harbor 
system.

•	 Develop facilities that meet boaters’ security needs 
while providing for public access.  Both are legitimate 
needs and important elements of a vibrant lakefront, 
and can be creatively accommodated by providing 
limited keyed access to certain core harbor areas, 
designated parking zones and times, etc.   

•	 Systematically consolidate and upgrade lakefront 
support facilities on a “zero net” basis.  Single function, 
obsolete or difficult to maintain facilities should be 
consolidated and replaced so as to reduce visual clutter 
and increase user utility.   

•	 Expand the amenity offerings at the harbors and along 
the lakefront.  Food service, convenience store, and 
other amenities that can serve boater and general park 
user needs are inadequate at many harbors and along 
the lakefront.  

•	 Envision the lakefront as a string of differing types of 
destination nodes – active, passive, environmental, 
cultural, or various combinations thereof.  An overall plan 
for the lakefront addressing the many different types of 
user desires will be a valuable decision-making tool. 

Environmental

•	 Move systematically towards the goal of making the 
CPD harbor system, one of North America’s largest 
municipally-owned systems, also its “Greenest Harbor 
System”.  The harbor system should be a proud 
component of Chicago’s Green Agenda.   

•	 Provide sanitary pump-outs and other environment-
friendly technologies as appropriate to improve the 
harbors’ water quality and overall sustainability.  
New technologies continue to be developed that can 
contribute to harbor system environmental goals.

•	 Mandate that any new harbor and lakefront facilities 
be LEED-certified structures.  This will continue 
Chicago’s leadership in this realm. Typically the 
savings in energy and water usage allow the additional 
building costs to be recouped in 5 to 10 years.

•	 Encourage natural stormwater treatments practices 
along the lakefront to minimize the dumping of 
untreated runoff into the lake and to make the lakefront 
an exemplary component of Chicago’s Green Agenda.    

•	 Encourage the use of sustainable non-polluting 
technologies for any new lakefront transit or shuttle 
services.  Developers of such technologies should 
relish the visible implementation opportunity that the 
lakefront would provide.

Shared restroom facility
at Belmont Harbor
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Transportation and Access 

•	 Mitigate congestion and inter-modal transportation 
conflicts at harbors and along the lakefront.  Existing 
harbor refinements, new harbor development, and 
other lakefront development should all net positive 
with respect to mitigating existing traffic issues.

•	 Improve transit, pedestrian and non-vehicular access 
between the lakefront and the adjacent communities.  
Any available strategy to facilitate all Chicagoans’ link 
with their lakefront should be strongly considered. 

•	 Make new parking and other infrastructure 
improvements multiple use whenever possible. In 
cases where separation is required for boaters, provide 
multi-use overflow parking. Plan holistically in order 
to leverage existing parking opportunities and avoid 
building new whenever possible.   

•	 Support the development of water taxis and other 
lake-based transit systems. Diversify the palette of 
water-based transit options in order to help mitigate 
vehicular use where possible.             

Fiscal/Economic Development

•	 Improve transient-friendliness of the harbors.  This is 
potentially a significant financial opportunity available 
for the city to tap.  

•	 Provide better information about and linkages to 
area amenities at harbors.  The harbor system needs 
to adopt a “concierge” mentality and facilitate 
better connectivity between harbor users and nearby 

amenities.

•	 Continue to explore potential opportunities for further 
expanding the harbor system in the future.  The 
Market Demand study ought to be updated within 
the next decade in order to help determine whether 
additional expansion opportunities should be explored.

•	 Consider all reasonable harbor system financial and 
management structures so as to best contribute to the 
Park District and the City in a positive fiscal manner.  
The harbor system should be seen as a marvelous 
lakefront amenity that is able to pay for its upkeep 
and maintenance in addition to any new harbor 
construction.

•	 Continue to explore potential opportunities for 
adding new public open space and other appropriate 
infrastructure along the lakefront in the future.  This 
may apply specifically to the northern and southern 
portions of the lakefront where public lakefront access 
and open space is deficient.  

•	 Seek appropriate revenue-generating opportunities that 
will add to the lakefront amenity mix and contribute 
financially to the Park District and the City.  The Park 
District and the City should maintain the perspective 
that it is the primary landlord of Chicago’s chief civic 
amenity. 

•	 Develop appropriate physical and other linkages 
between the lakefront and the Chicago River.  The 
City’s lakefront and riverfront agendas should blend as 
seamlessly as does the water that flows from one into 
the other.

DuSable Harbor
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2.5  Greening and Sustainability

As a city, Chicago has built a national reputation for its 
commitment to the environment.  The city issues an 
annual Environmental Action Agenda that catalogues the 
many accomplishments over the past year by the various 
city departments and sister agencies such as the Chicago 
Park District, and lays out the environmental goals for the 
following year.  

Perhaps no city department or sister agency is as intimately 
connected as the Park District with the imperative of 
environmental sustainability.  As the City’s slogan is 
“Urbs in Horto” or “City in a Garden,” the Chicago Park 
District may be thought of as its primary gardener.  The 
Park District is keenly attuned to environmental issues, 
and the harbor system presents another big opportunity to 
demonstrate environmental leadership. 

The greening of the harbor system will consist of 
determining appropriate environmental techniques, 
applying them to all new harbors, and applying them 
over time to the existing harbors in conjunction with 
their maintenance and renovation schedules.  There are 
a number of environmental best practices that can be 
analyzed for their potential application to the lakefront 
harbors, and added to a collection of recommended 
techniques and approaches for inclusion within Chicago 
harbor designs.  

There are a number of grant programs and other financial 
mechanisms that can help support environmental 
sustainability initiatives.  The City and Park District 
should continue to monitor and take advantage of such 
potential financial support for enhancing the green nature 
of the Chicago Harbor System.   

Some environmental techniques that could be applied to 
the Chicago harbor system include:
•	 Naturalized edge treatments
•	 Bio-swales and buffer planting
•	 Edge filtering
•	 Habitat creation opportunities
•	 Greenway connections
•	 Natural areas
•	 Native plantings
•	 Sustainable parking lots
•	 “Clean Marina” designation
•	 Sanitary pump-out systems
•	 LEED-certified buildings   

As one component of this project, the planning team used 
Diversey Harbor as a test case of an existing harbor in 

order to determine which of the identified environmental 
greening techniques might apply. Given its proximity 
to the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum, Diversey is a 
particularly appropriate choice as a demonstration site 
for environmental design. As shown on the following 
page, many of the major identified potential interventions 
would be through using natural plantings and bio-swales 
to treat rainwater runoff from paved parking and drive 
areas before it entered the harbor untreated. In addition, 
adding trees and plantings in relatively unplanted areas 
would serve to add shade, diminish the urban heat island 
effect, and further integrate the harbors into their host 
parks.  Creating naturalized edge conditions would add 
new habitat creation opportunities both within the harbor 
waters and along the harbor edge.

View of the parking area at Diversey Harbor. 

LEED 
The LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design) Green Building Rating System, developed by 
the U.S. Green Building Council, is a voluntary, con-
sensus-based national standard for developing high-
performance, sustainable buildings.  There are differ-
ent standards that apply to different types of construc-
tion, including LEED-ND, which is currently under 
development to incorporate smart growth, urbanism, 
and green building principles to neighborhood de-
sign. It will focus on sustainable water and energy use, 
efficient use of existing infrastructure, and reduction 
of vehicular travel.  A 2008 launch date is anticipated 
for the LEED-ND standard.  While existing LEED 
standards apply to individual buildings, and should 
certainly be set as a standard for any new construction 
along the lakefront, it is a reasonable goal for all new 
harbor developments to achieve LEED-ND certifica-
tion as truly green harbor developments.     
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Buffer Plantings/
Bio-Swales

Natural Area 
Plantings

Naturalized Edge

Potential Environmental Greening Techniques
for Diversey Harbor

Cross-sections showing potential environmental buffering and naturalized edge treatments for Diversey Harbor



The Chicago Lakefront Harbor Framework Plan is the product of many contributors.  The Park District extends 
special thanks to the Working Group, whose members attended design meetings and served as a conduit to the 
larger community.  Our appreciation also extends to the many civic organizations, governmental agencies, elected 
officials, and waterfront cities who hosted or attended presentations and provided guidance.  Other important 
contributors cannot be listed by name, as they were the community members who filled the rooms at public 
meetings, and the various stakeholders who articulated their own viewpoints in smaller meetings or private 
conversations, or whose interests were represented by the members of the Working Group.  Their contribution 
– challenging and encouraging the project team – deserves recognition as well.

Working Group Members 

Alliance for the Great Lakes
Chicago Yachting Association
Friends of the Parks
Friends of the Marine Community
Grant Park Conservancy
Jackson Park Advisory Council
Lincoln Park Advisory Council
Metropolitan Pier and Exposition Authority
U.S. Coast Guard, Division 2 Chicago
Westrec Marinas

Other Participants

American Planning Association
American Institute of Architects, Chicago Chapter
Chicago Development Council
Chicago Loop Alliance
City of Chicago
Illinois Department of Natural Resources
Mayor Daley’s Fishing Committee
Metropolitan Planning Council
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Consulting Team

JJR, LLC
Applied Real Estate Analysis (AREA)

P articipants         



35 East Wacker Drive
Suite 2200

Chicago, Illinois  60601
312-641-0510

www.jjr-us.com


