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CHAPTER 2.0  

PURPOSE AND NEED 

In accordance with the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) Airport Environmental Handbook, Order 
5050.4A, an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) includes a section that addresses the purpose of a 
proposed Federal action and why it is needed.  The identification of a proposed action’s purpose and 
need is the primary foundation for the identification of reasonable alternatives to the action and the 
evaluation of the impacts of the alternatives.  The following paragraphs set forth the purpose and need for 
the proposed action and describe the requested Federal action.  

2.1 PURPOSE OF THE PROPOSED ACTION 

The proposed Federal action is FAA site approval for the location of a potential, future air carrier airport in 
the south suburban area of Chicago.  The purpose of the FAA’s site approval is to preserve the option of 
developing a potential, future air carrier airport to serve the greater Chicago region as determined 
necessary and appropriate to meet future aviation capacity needs in the region.  The proposed Federal 
action does not include any airport construction on the site. 

2.2 NEED FOR THE PROPOSED ACTION 

The FAA’s proposed site approval is based upon the continuing need to protect the airspace and 
preserve a technically feasible site from encroachment by suburban development.  Related factors 
include the forecast growth of aircraft operations in the Chicago region, only limited future plans to 
provide for regional long-distance transportation demand, and the on-going development of land in the 
greater Chicago region, especially in the vicinity of the proposed sites.  The following paragraphs provide 
further discussion regarding each of these issues. 

2.2.1 GROWTH OF AVIATION DEMAND IN THE CHICAGO REGION 

To assess the growth of aviation demand in the greater Chicago region, the FAA examined historical and 
forecast growth rates.  The examination included aircraft operations for Chicago’s O’Hare and Midway 
Airport as well as Gary/Chicago Airport located in Gary, Indiana.  The FAA used its Terminal Area 
Forecast (TAF) as the source of information concerning historical and forecast aircraft operations at these 
airports.  The TAF is the FAA’s official forecast of aviation activity for FAA facilities.  These forecasts have 
been prepared to meet the budget and planning needs of the FAA and to provide information that can be 
used by state and local authorities, the aviation industry, and the general public. 

The TAF projects aircraft operations for the nation’s airports and is prepared annually by the FAA.  
Table 2-1 provides a summary of the 2000 TAF for O’Hare, Midway, and Gary/Chicago airports. 
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TABLE 2-1 
 

FAA’S TERMINAL AREA FORECAST OF AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS 
AT O’HARE, MIDWAY, AND GARY/CHICAGO AIRPORTS 

Total Aircraft Operations (Thousands) 
Source Year O’Hare Midway Gary Total 

1990 810.9 322.2 87.8 1,220.9 
1995 892.3 268.5 60.6 1,221.5 Historical 
1999 898.8 293.4 50.1 1,242.4 
2000 914.2 301.7 54.3 1,270.3 
2005 1,007.0 331.3 59.3 1,397.7 
2010 1,099.8 360.8 64.3 1,525.1 

Forecast 

2015 1,192.7 390.4 69.7 1,652.9 
Source:   FAA 2000 TAF.  Totals may not add up due to rounding. 

As the table indicates, aircraft operations in the Chicago region have increased from 1990 through 1999 
at an average annual rate of 0.2 percent.  This is somewhat slower than the national growth rate of 
0.9 percent annually during the same period.  The TAF projects that the average annual growth rate of 
aircraft operations in the Chicago region will be 1.6 percent from 1999 to 2015.  While this rate may seem 
high in comparison to historical rates, it is one-half the national growth rate (3.2 percent) experienced 
from 1997 through 1999.  The FAA’s 2001 TAF was released in early 2002.  It forecast growth that is 
within 10 percent of that shown in the 2000 TAF for each of the three airports and within 5 percent for the 
total of all three airports (www.apo.data.faa.gov). 

The City of Chicago prepared forecasts of aircraft operations at O’Hare and Midway airports in 1997.  
These forecasts, along with the forecast of aircraft operations at Gary/Chicago Airport from its most 
recent master plan are presented in Table 2-2.  The City’s forecasts predict 1.4 million aircraft operations 
by the year 2015 and an average annual growth rate of 0.9 percent from 2000 to 2015.  This is a slower 
rate than that predicted by the FAA’s TAF.  

TABLE 2-2 

CITY OF CHICAGO AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS FORECASTS FOR O’HARE AND MIDWAY AIRPORTS 
AND THE CITY OF GARY AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS FORECAST FOR GARY/CHICAGO AIRPORT 

Total Aircraft Operations (Thousands) 
Year O'Hare Midway Gary Total 
2000 905.1 276.5 65.3 1,247 
2005 937.3 292.6 75.5 1,305 
2010 969.3 308.4 80.8 1,358 
2015 1003.2 325.2 92.5 1,421 

Sources:  "Chicago Airport System Forecast," prepared by L&B, June 1998.  2015 forecast extrapolated using 
annual growth rate for 2007-2012.  Landrum & Brown, 1998.  “Gary/Chicago Airport Master Plan Update, 
Working Paper Two" prepared by HNTB, February 2000. 

Note:   2015 forecast extrapolated using annual growth rate for 2007-2012. 
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As a part of the planning process for a possible new airport, the State of Illinois prepared forecasts of 
aircraft operations at airports in the Chicago region.  This forecast began with an estimate of future 
passenger demand that will occur based on the forecasted population and income, as projected by the 
Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission (NIPC) and Northwestern Indiana Regional Planning 
Commission (NIRPC) and Kankakee County.  Aircraft operations were then derived through assumptions 
regarding average aircraft size and the average number of passengers that would board each flight.  
Table 2-3 presents the State of Illinois forecast for aircraft operations at air service airports in the greater 
Chicago region. 

The state’s forecast of aircraft operations predicts an average annual growth rate of 2 percent.  This rate 
is higher than that predicted by the FAA and the City of Chicago, but still lower by 1.2 percent than the 
national growth rate (3.2 percent) experienced from 1997 through 1999.  It is 0.4 percent higher than what 
the TAF projects the average annual growth rate will be in the Chicago region from 1999 to 2015. 

 

TABLE 2-3 

AIRCRAFT OPERATIONS FORECAST BY THE STATE OF ILLINOIS  
FOR THE REGION’S AIR SERVICE AIRPORTS ASSUMING UNCONSTRAINED 

AIRPORT CAPACITY, 2000-2020 

Year Total Aircraft Operations (in thousands) 
2000 1,380 
2005 1,580 
2010 1,770 
2015 1,900 

Source:  South Suburban Airport: Phase 1 Engineering Report,  
 TAMS Consultants, Inc., September 1997. 

 

The FAA’s TAF predicts that aircraft operations in the Chicago region will reach approximately 1.6 million 
by the year 2015.  This number of operations is approximately 400,000 higher than the 1.2 million 
operations that occurred during 1999.  While other forecasts predict higher and lower growth rates, all 
forecasts predict that aircraft operations in the Chicago region will continue to increase in the future.  The 
figure on the following page provides an illustration of the TAF and the other forecasts. 

 



W:\SSA\FEIS\S_2\S_2.doc\05/06/02  Chapter 2.0 – Purpose and Need 2-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2.2 LIMITED PLANS TO PROVIDE FOR LONG DISTANCE TRANSPORTATION DEMAND 

This section examines plans for accommodating increased demand for regional transportation.  Plans for 
improvements at existing airports and proposed high-speed train service are considered as potential 
substitutes.  Improvements to the local highway network are not considered because automobile travel is 
a poor substitute for air travel on the basis of its slower speed and limited use for long distance travel. 

2.2.2.1 Aviation Capacity Plans 

While the demand for transportation services is projected to continue its growth in the greater Chicago 
region, few plans exist for providing additional transportation capacity.  Of the airports in the Chicago 
region, including O’Hare, Midway, and Gary/Chicago Airport, only airfield plans and capacity concepts 
have been discussed.  The following paragraphs describe proposed plans and concepts at each airport:   

� Planned projects at O’Hare International Airport consist of the World Gateway Program 
which includes two new terminals, reconstruction of existing terminals, a new general 
aviation terminal, two federal inspection facilities, a new heating and refrigeration plant, 
reconfiguration of taxiways, access roads and an extension of the automated people 
mover system. 

On June 29, 2001, the City of Chicago announced a long-range concept for 
Chicago O’Hare International Airport.  The City’s concept is aimed to relieve delays, 
congestion, and long-range capacity problems in the Chicago Airport System.  The 
highlights of the concept include the redesign of the airport to consist of six east/west 
parallel runways and two northeast/southwest parallel runways.  The concept also 
includes the addition of western access and terminal expansion on the west side of the 
airport.  On December 5, 2001, the Governor of the State of Illinois and the Mayor of the 
City of Chicago reached an oral agreement on the major components of a long-range 
conceptual plan to increase airport capacity in the greater Chicago region.  Legislation 
reflecting the agreement is pending in the United States Congress as this FEIS is being 
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completed.  Please see Appendix B for press releases from the State of Illinois and the 
City of Chicago regarding the nature of this agreement. 

It is anticipated that an extensive public process would assist in defining considerations 
for future development at the airport.  Thus, the concept is subject to additional planning 
and revision before being submitted to the FAA. 

This concept has not been submitted to FAA for approval, nor has it been subjected to 
airspace and environmental reviews.  Construction of new runways at O’Hare would 
require a new and separate environmental impact statement.  One or more new runways 
not only require construction, but may also require amendment of the existing airspace 
and air traffic procedures.  Airspace configuration and air traffic control procedures could 
require substantial amendment or complete redesign, requiring a separate environmental 
analysis.   

� Planned projects at Midway Airport consist of the construction of a new passenger 
terminal complex (planned for completion in 2003) that will replace the outdated existing 
terminal.  No significant airfield capacity projects are planned at Midway Airport and local 
site constraints preclude the possibility of constructing a new runway at this airport.  
Thus, no significant increase of airfield capacity is contemplated at Midway Airport in the 
future. 

� Airfield facilities at Gary/Chicago Airport consist of one air carrier runway.  Notable 
projects proposed by the 2001 Gary/Chicago Airport Master Plan include extending the 
primary runway 1,900 feet, building a new terminal on the west end of the airport, building 
a four-story, 2,700-space parking garage and expanding the existing passenger terminal 
site and new air cargo facilities.  No significant airfield capacity projects are contemplated 
at this airport within the 20-year planning time frame.  This fact is confirmed by the 
airport’s 2001 master plan that notes the airfield’s annual capacity, will remain essentially 
unchanged throughout the 20-year duration of the plan. 

 

The State of Illinois has requested that the FAA issue site approval for a potential new air carrier airport in 
the south suburban area of Chicago.  The state proposes to preserve the site, including land for ancillary 
facilities and environmental mitigation, by initially acquiring approximately 4,000 acres with an ultimate 
acquisition of approximately 24,000 acres.  The requested Federal action does not include airport layout 
plan approval nor approval for the construction of any airport facilities.  Approval for the location and 
construction of any airport facilities would be addressed in a Tier 2 EIS and subsequent environmental 
documentation. 

Only conceptual proposals exist for providing additional airfield capacity in the greater Chicago region.  
The State of Illinois has proposed that the demand for additional transportation service be accommodated 
by preserving the option of developing a new air carrier airport south of the City of Chicago. 
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2.2.2.2 Ground Transportation Capacity Proposals 

A review of ground transportation proposals in the greater Chicago region revealed that a proposal exists 
for the development of a high-speed rail system.  This proposal, entitled the Midwest Regional Rail 
System, is a concept for an improved and expanded passenger rail system in the Midwest with Chicago 
as the central hub.  The proposal consists of the following elements: 

� Use of 3,000 miles of existing rail rights-of-way to connect rural, small urban and major 
metropolitan areas. 

� Operation of a hub and spoke passenger rail system providing through service in 
Chicago to locations throughout the Midwest. 

� Introduction of modern train equipment operating at speeds up to 110 mph. 

� Provision of multimodal connections and feeder bus systems to improve system access. 

� Improvement in train reliability and on-time performance. 

The system would connect Chicago with separate high-speed train service corridors to Detroit, Cleveland, 
Cincinnati, Carbondale, St. Louis, Quincy, and Minneapolis/St. Paul.  Additional corridors would provide 
train service to Chicago at speeds less than 110 mph.  Bus service would provide connections to 
numerous other cities in proximity to the main corridors. 

The proposal has an implementation schedule that extends over a 10-year period.  However, actual 
implementation of the proposal is heavily dependent upon the acquisition of Federal, state, and 
private-sector funds. 

This proposal for providing high-speed rail service would improve transportation capacity and options for 
the greater Chicago region and the other Midwest cities served by the proposed corridors.  However, the 
system would not provide additional transportation capacity to cities beyond the extent of the system.  
Passenger travel to cities other than those served by the proposed high-speed rail system comprises the 
majority of passengers using the Chicago area airports.  Therefore, the proposed high-speed rail is not 
expected to significantly reduce air travel demand in the greater Chicago region, nor is it anticipated that it 
would reduce overall aircraft operations in the greater Chicago region. 

2.2.3 LAND USE GROWTH PATTERNS 

The areas being considered for the construction of a possible new air carrier airport face a number of 
development pressures similar to those being experienced throughout the greater Chicago region.  
Consequently, the opportunity to retain viable sites for the potential future construction of a new air carrier 
airport in the greater Chicago region is diminishing.  The following statistics provide some indication of the 
development trends in these counties. 

� Will County is one of the fastest growing counties in Illinois.  Between 1990 and 2000, 
county population increased almost 40 percent to 502,266.  Forecasts by the 
Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission (NIPC) indicate that the largest numerical 
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gains in the region’s population will occur in Cook and Will counties through 2020.  IDOT 
forecasts Will County’s population to increase to 556,944 in 2020 without any increase of 
aviation capacity in the Chicago region (The al Chalabi Group, 1995).  NIPC’c estimated 
population growth with additional capacity at O’Hare or a new airport is 735,000 and 
820,000, respectively in 2020 – an increase since 1990 ranging from 106 to 130 percent. 

� The site proposed by the Illinois Department of Transportation for a possible future air 
carrier airport in Will County is undergoing rapid residential development that will hinder 
potential development as an airport.  As of October 2000, approximately 220 additional 
houses have been constructed and 600 additional people have moved within the 
proposed site boundaries since it was last surveyed in 1995. 

� Kankakee County has experienced moderate growth, increasing in population by almost 
8 percent during the period of 1990 to 2000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  Nonetheless, 
the Kankakee site has experienced increased residential development since the late 
1990s.  This will hinder its feasibility as a possible future air carrier airport site.  As of 
October 2000, approximately 33 additional houses have been constructed and 
100 additional people have moved within the proposed site boundaries since it was last 
surveyed in the fall of 1997, a 15 percent increase.   

� Between 1990 and 2000, Kankakee County population increased almost 8 percent to 
103,883.  Without any increase of aviation capacity, the population of Kankakee County 
is forecasted to increase to 111,000 by 2020.  The Illinois Department of Transportation 
has forecasted Kankakee County's population to increase to 270,000 in 2020 - an 
increase since 1990 of 184 percent if aviation capacity is added to the greater Chicago 
region. 

� As the number of residences, people, and businesses increase within the boundaries of 
the proposed sites, the ultimate cost of land acquisition will continue to increase thereby 
increasing the total costs of site acquisition to the State of Illinois. 

� The earlier the site acquisition is undertaken the sooner land development can be 
controlled.  Thus, the total disruption to families and businesses can be reduced by 
expeditiously proceeding with land acquisition. 

These factors point to a need to complete the site approval process and proceed with land acquisition.  
These actions will preserve the option of providing for additional transportation capacity in the greater 
Chicago region through the construction of a possible future, air carrier airport by ensuring the site will not 
be developed for other types of land uses.  

2.3 REQUESTED FEDERAL ACTION 

The FAA is requested to approve a location as being feasible for a potential future air carrier airport in the 
south suburban area of Chicago and issue a Record of Decision (ROD) on this EIS.  The requested 
Federal action does not include airport layout plan approval, nor approval for the construction of any 
airport facilities.  Approval for the planning, construction, funding, and operation of any airport facilities 
would be addressed in a Tier 2 Environmental Impact Statement and subsequent environmental 
documentation. 
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