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Development Guidelines
Downtown Oak Park has experienced
continued investment of time, money
and energy over many generations.
Development Guidelines help protect
and enhance this investment.

Why Do We Need Development
Guidelines?
Guidelines give developers an
understanding of the Village’s
expectations and provide the Village a
framework for reviewing proposed
projects.  They ensure a degree of
order, harmony and quality within the
built environment. Guidelines
encourage the development of
attractive individual buildings and
projects that together contribute to a
unified and distinct downtown.

Role of Development Guidelines
Guidelines do not prescribe specific
design solutions; nor are they rigid
requirements without flexibility.  They
are a discretionary review tool aiding in
the design of buildings and sites with
the intent to foster quality and
innovation.

Strengthening the Urban Fabric
There will always be many ways of
meeting a particular guideline. The
Development Guidelines provide a
descriptive template for maintaining
and improving the urban character of
downtown without dictating or
prescribing a specific style or theme.

The guidelines recognize and support
downtown Oak Park’s “urban fabric”
where  buildings are built edge-to-edge
and engage the streets. The historic
urban character of downtown Oak
Park is maintained and strengthened by
the guidelines. Moreover, the guidelines

reinforce the nature and quality of
Downtown Oak Park by calling for new
development and rehabilitation to
complement and respect the character
of Oak Park’s existing historic buildings.
Older buildings are not treated as
leftovers and unattached fragments of
the past.

A Tool for Quality and
Innovation
The guidelines also provide
opportunities for new and innovative
designs. Creativity and flexibility are
encouraged within the parameters of
the guidelines, which reflect the
community’s vision for Oak Park.

Supplementary Documents
For certain instances, supplementary
documents from the Historic
Preservation Commission may need to
be referenced.
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The Greater Downtown Master Plan
Oak Park’s Development Guidelines
support and complement the Greater
Downtown Master Plan,,,,, helping bring
to life the public realm and land use
frameworks that are the foundations of
the plan. These frameworks are based
on the goals and objectives of the
Village and the citizens of Oak Park.
The frameworks are described in detail
in the Greater Downtown Master Plan
document.  The goals supported by the
Development Guidelines are
summarized below.

Recognize quality of life elements.
Design for the pedestrian.
Enhance the pedestrian environment.
Suggest a mix of uses both vertically
and horizontally.
Address building height and density.
Revitalize retail.
Provide additional open space.
Provide high-quality design.
Maintain and enhance the historic
character.
Preserve historic/small town feel.
Establish development that is transit-
and pedestrian-oriented.
Improve transit usage.
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How to Use this Document
Oak Park’s guidelines consist of
Development Guidelines and an
accompanying checklist for design
review.

Development Guidelines
Each set of guidelines is divided into
chapters such as “architecture,”
“character” or “lighting.”

Each specific guideline contains a
descriptive statement and examples of
appropriate and inappropriate
applications. Examples are described
using both text and photographs.

Use of Visual Examples
The visual examples included in each
guideline are models for design and
review purposes only. They are not
intended to be specific examples that
should be replicated. Instead, they are
intended to provide designers,
developers and the Design Commission
a means to effectively judge a building
relative to appropriate and
inappropriate design criteria.

Development Guidelines
Checklist
The Oak Park process for design review
ensures that quality projects get built
downtown. The Development
Guidelines checklist is to be used for
design review. Categories that do not
apply need not be addressed; other
categories should be in compliance for a
project to receive approval.
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Design Review
All new development, additions,
remodels and renovations within the
Greater Downtown Master Plan area
are subject to design review to
determine the observance of
Development Guidelines.

The process for design review is based
on the extent of work proposed and
whether it falls under one of the
following three categories:

Exterior maintenance and repair.
Minor exterior modifications.
Major exterior modifications.

Projects will be evaluated for

consistency with the master plan, the
Village of Oak Park Zoning Ordinance
and the Development Guidelines.

The Development Guidelines are
applied during Village staff review of
development applications. Decisions
will be made by staff or the Design
Commission to approve, approve with
conditions, or deny a proposal.
Development projects are reviewed to
determine consistency with the Greater
Downtown Master Plan and the
Development Guidelines.

Where a project is found to be
inconsistent with the Development

Guidelines, staff or the Design
Commission may impose conditions of
approval. It may also be determined that
design details or other site factors
warrant project approval without
observance of Development Guidelines.

For those applications that are
substantially inconsistent with the
guidelines, staff or the Design
Commission also have the option to
deny the development request.
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The Character Guidelines address the
qualities that give Oak Park its
uniqueness and personality.  They
consider what makes downtown a
special collection of buildings and
spaces forming a distinct “place,” not
simply a group of individual projects.

Elements
These guidelines are divided into the
following elements:

Reinforce Oak Park’s sense of place.
Preserve historic buildings.
Promote linkages to Oak Park’s
heritage.
Establish or strengthen gateways.
Promote architectural compatibility.
Integrate the environment.
Integrate art.

Visual examples are included as models
for design and review purposes.  They
are intended to provide designers and
the Design Commission a means to
identify appropriate and inappropriate
character elements.

Character
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Reinforce Oak Park’s Sense of Place
Guideline
Strengthen the qualities and characteristics
that make downtown Oak Park unique.

Description
Historically, downtown has been the
heart of Oak Park. Development that
authentically reflects Oak Park’s history
and reconnects to its significant features
will reinforce its unique qualities.

Appropriate
Special features at the street level that
enhance the pedestrian experience.
Human scale that fits the historic
block structure of downtown.

Inappropriate
Historic “theme-park” development
not authentic and specific to
downtown Oak Park’s heritage.
Design that is universal or generic and
could be built anywhere – such as
what one might see at an airport
terminal or typical shopping mall.

Appropriate

Inappropriate
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Integrate the Environment
Guideline
Orient buildings and projects toward Oak
Park’s natural and landscape features,
including different scales of natural and man-
made amenities.

Description
Building designs should capitalize on
Oak Park’s parks, squares and
courtyards. Designs should relate to the
natural environment. Materials, colors
and forms should be used that
harmonize with the natural setting and
provide a smooth transition between the
natural and built environments.

Appropriate
Active and passive gathering places
and walkways oriented toward parks
and open, natural spaces.
Safe and convenient public access to
open space amenities.
Elements engaging the natural
environment where the sight, sound
and feel of nature can be directly
experienced.
Walkways paved with high-quality
materials (such as brick or stone) that
are harmonious with the natural
surroundings.

Appropriate
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Promote Linkages to Oak Park’s Heritage
Guideline
Encourage development that reveals and
fosters Oak Park’s architectural heritage
and history of community, the arts and
quality design.

Description
Oak Park’s distinct architectural
character was carved by architects such
as William J. Van Keuran, Henry
Fiddelke, E.E. Roberts, Roy Hotchkiss,
Charles White, Lawrence Buck, George
W. Maher, Frank Lloyd Wright, Graham,
Anderson, Probst and White, Meyer and
Cook, and many others who brought to
the Village a sense of community and
artistic pride.  The design of new
buildings and open spaces in downtown
should reinforce this excellent tradition
and celebrate Oak Park’s spirit of
innovation.

Appropriate
Building design that refers to Oak
Park’s architectural heritage.
Preservation and rehabilitation of
buildings and sites significant to Oak
Park’s heritage.
Downtown location for cultural
facilities celebrating Oak Park’s
history.

Inappropriate
Pastiche or garish application of
design motifs that bear no relation to
the building or the site.
“Theme-park-styled” or theatrical use
of historical forms unrelated to Oak
Park.

Appropriate

Inappropriate

Inappropriate
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Establish and Strengthen Gateways
Guideline
Use architectural and landscape elements to
gracefully mark transitions and entrances.

Description
Entrances into downtown Oak Park
should be celebrated at many levels.
Pedestrians, commuters and visitors
should experience a sense of “entering”
or moving from the public to private
realm.

Pedestrian-scaled gateways may be
spatially defined by using traditional
building elements such as arches,
arcades, pylons, columns,  fountains
and bridges. Landscape, sculptural and
artistic elements can also be used to
identify a gateway.

Appropriate
New buildings designed to work with
existing buildings to create gateways.
Historic markers in sidewalk paving
to strengthen sense of entry into a
particular district.
Gated internal courtyards.
Gateways to indicate changes in land
use (i.e., from retail mixed use to
residential).
Gateways to indicate change or
separation in transportation modes
(i.e., from auto to pedestrian areas).
Ornamental or decorative elements
combined with lighting or signs.

Inappropriate
Gated private compounds.
Utilitarian gateway materials such as
chain link.
Awkward architectural statements.

Appropriate

Inappropriate

Appropriate
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Promote Architectural Compatibility
Guideline
New buildings should be “good neighbors”
and contribute to the quality and character
of their architectural context.

Description
Buildings should “fit” with their
architectural surroundings – relating to
nearby buildings rather than calling
attention to themselves through
disruptive design excesses or novel
variations. Materials, color, texture,
scale, form, silhouette, height, rhythm
and proportion all influence a
structure’s compatibility with its
surroundings.  Architectural elements
should enhance not detract from the
area’s overall character.

Appropriate
Traditional architectural elements
(for example, classical cornice) used
at a scale and level of detailing
proportionate to the size of the
building.
Forms, proportions, rhythms,
materials, colors and architectural
motifs that are suggested by and
complement adjacent buildings.

Inappropriate
Out-of-scale, over-simplified,
cartoon-like cornices or other
traditional architectural elements
applied without regard to size or use
of the element.
Building elements that do not respect
the scale, materials, proportions and
heights of adjacent historic or
significantly high-quality buildings.

Appropriate

Inappropriate
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Preserve Historic Buildings
Guideline
Renovation, restoration and addition to
historic buildings in Oak Park should
respect the original structure.

Description
Architectural elements of individual
historic buildings add to the
atmosphere and uniqueness of the
downtown as a whole.  Older buildings
should be preserved in their entirety
when beneficial and “facadism,” or
preserving only the facade, should be
avoided. If preservation is not possible,
a sensitive and viable compromise in
rehabilitation and reuse should be
made that retains the building’s historic
character.

Financial incentives at local, state and
federal levels that  recognize the merits
of historic reuse can add to the
financial viability of preservation and
renovation.

Appropriate
Retain significant original
characteristics of scale, massing and
building materials of historic
buildings, particularly along their
street facades.
Additions to buildings should neither
deform nor detract from the
composition of the facade or be out
of scale with the building.
Distinctive stylistic features or
examples of skilled craftsmanship
should be treated with sensitivity and
repaired rather than replaced if
possible. All buildings should be
respected as products of their time.

Inappropriate
Incompatible additions or building
alterations using contemporary
materials, forms or colors on building
facades.
Removal of historic architectural
features such as details or finishes.

Inappropriate

Appropriate

Inappropriate
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Integrate Art
Guideline
Public art should be used in keeping with
the character of a site or downtown as a
whole.  When used, public art should be
integrated into the design of the building or
public open space.

Description
Large scale public art pieces bring focus
to an outdoor space while small scale
pieces can bring detail and delight to
the ground floor of a building or low
wall.  At any scale, art should not
overwhelm outdoor spaces or render
buildings mere backdrops. Three
dimensional sculpture, murals or other
art forms are appropriate only when
well designed.

If well executed, surface art work
painted or attached to a large blank
wall can add interest, whimsy and spice.
Sometimes murals created as
community art projects can be poorly
executed, easily damaged and compete
with buildings and the streetscape. To
be deemed appropriate, art work
should be permanent and designed to
age well.

Appropriate
Artwork designed specifically for and
integrated into the building or site.
Professionally designed.
Durable, low maintenance materials
that are vandal resistant.

Inappropriate
Amateur art projects.
Artwork used as advertising.
Subjects and themes that may offend,
incite or embarrass the community or
individuals of Oak Park.
Display conditions that detract from
the artwork.

Appropriate

Inappropriate Display Conditon
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The intent of the Pedestrian Emphasis
Guidelines is to promote an
environment where the pedestrian is
the priority. Simply stated, downtown
must maintain a clear and comfortable
separation between pedestrian and
vehicle areas.

Where unavoidable intersections occur,
pedestrian comfort, safety and interest
must not be compromised.  The
pedestrian should be safe and
comfortable in all seasons and hours of
the day, and in all areas of downtown.

The Pedestrian Emphasis Guidelines fall
into the following topics:

Reinforce and enhance the
pedestrian system.
Define the pedestrian environment.
Protect the pedestrian from the
elements.
Provide places for stopping and
viewing.
Create successful outdoor spaces.
Integrate universal accessibility.

Visual examples are included as models
for design and review purposes only.
They are intended to provide designers
and Design Commissioners a means to
identify recommended and not
recommended pedestrian emphasis
elements.  They are not intended to be
specific examples that should be
replicated.

Pedestrian Emphasis

Appropriate
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Reinforce and Enhance Pedestrian System
Guideline
Maintain the pedestrian as the priority in
downtown, eliminating  pedestrian barriers
and ensuring that walking routes are safe,
direct and pleasant.

Description
Pedestrian routes should be attractive,
easy to use and encourage walking and
activity downtown.  Sidewalks should
be continuous, avoiding interruptions
such as vehicle curbcuts or changes in
direction or grade.  Walkways should
be free of barriers such as utility poles,
newspaper boxes, cafe tables and
chairs, permanent planters, tree grates
or other obstructions and clutter.

Separate and protect pedestrians from
visual and other nuisances.  For
instance, mitigate noise and odors by
screening or enclosing loading docks,
mechanical equipment, garbage
dumpsters and other unsightly items.
These components should be located
away from areas where pedestrians
congregate and, instead, be located in
service areas or alleys whenever
possible.

Appropriate
Pedestrian access along traditional
rights-of-way.
Mid-block landscaped pedestrian
walkways within “superblocks.”
Parking lot walkways.
Enclosures around trash dumpsters.
Utility/substation enclosures.
Automatic crosswalk lights.

Inappropriate
Indirect or circuitous pedestrian
routes.
Permanent or temporary pedestrian
route obstructions.
Crosswalk lights that require pressing
a button.

Appropriate Crossing

Inappropriate Trash Screening
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Define the Pedestrian Environment
Guideline
A building should provide a continuous
human scale of variety and visual richness
for a positive pedestrian experience along
its ground floor street front.

Description
The most important part of a building is
its ground floor – the lowest 15 feet of
the facade that a person experiences
walking past or entering the building.
This “pedestrian experience zone”
should extend horizontally across the
sidewalk and provide an enclosed,
continuous and comfortable street edge
for the pedestrian.  Building
transparency at ground floor should
foster interaction between the public
and private realms.

Appropriate
Windows – transparent or with
displays at street level.
Walls that create visual interest by
providing a variety of forms, colors
and compatible cladding materials.
Facades providing a rhythm by using
bays, columns, pilasters or other
articulation at street level.
Signs and lighting at ground level that
contribute to the human scale.

Inappropriate
Blank, flat, nondescript walls not
articulated by any visual interest or
detail at street level.

Appropriate

Inappropriate
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Protect the Pedestrian From the Elements
Guideline
Provide pedestrians with protection from
wind, sun, rain, sleet and snow.

Description
Awnings and canopies are encouraged
along the ground floor of buildings to
protect pedestrians from rain and snow
during inclement weather and provide
shade in summer.

The design of awnings and canopies
should be an integral component of the
building facade.  Awnings should be
well proportioned with the building and
sidewalks.  Awnings should not be so
large as to impact street trees, light
fixtures or other street furniture.

Appropriate
Fixed or retractable canvas awnings.
Horizontal metal canopies, especially
if transom or clerestory windows are
above storefront glazing.

Inappropriate
Awnings made of vinyl or other
synthetic fabrics.
Backlit awnings.
Oversized advertising or tenant signs
on awnings.
Oddly-shaped forms.

Appropriate

Inappropriate

Inappropriate
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Provide Places for Stopping and Viewing
Guideline
Provide safe, comfortable places where
people can stop to sit, rest and visit.

Description
People will use seating, bringing
humanity to the urban environment
only if they feel safe and comfortable.
People like to sit and relax in open and
populated areas rather than in secluded
spots.

People-watching, socializing and eating
are restful and pleasurable activities for
the pedestrian.  Stopping places
increase both a sense of security and
actual security.  Seating tends to be
used more frequently as rest areas
between major destination points.
Seating is also desirable outside food
and drink establishments and near food
vendors.  While benches provide the
simplest way to provide seating, wide
steps, the edges of landscaped planters
and low walls can also be appropriate.

Appropriate
Formal or informal seating areas near
active retail establishments.
Places for stopping and viewing
adjacent to parks, squares, plazas
and courtyards.

Inappropriate
Seating areas more than three feet
above or below street grade.
Seating in areas that are not
accessible to persons with disabilities.
Seating areas that become a public
focal point, making people
uncomfortable.
Seating areas adjacent to loading,
service bays or storage areas.
Seating areas that are hidden,
secluded, dark or unsecured
locations behind or to the side of
buildings.
Cafe seating that impedes pedestrian
traffic.

Appropriate

Inappropriate

Appropriate
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Create Successful Outdoor Spaces
Guideline
Spaces should be designed for a variety of
activities during all hours and seasons.

Description
Outdoor spaces should be inviting and
maximize opportunities for use.  These
spaces should be spatially well defined,
friendly, accommodating and secure.
All areas should work well for
pedestrians and accommodate special
events as well as passive activities.

Areas intended for public gathering
should avoid separation from the
street by visual barriers or change of
grade.
Outdoor spaces should be human-
scaled, easy to maintain and “alive” –
intimate and quiet or active and
boisterous spaces alike.
Trees, shrubs and plants should help
define walkways, create appropriate
transitions from the park to the street
and provide visual interest.
Structures, pavilions and sitting areas
should be easily accessible.  They
should be secure and feel safe during
day and evening hours.
Buildings surrounding green spaces
should give the space visual definition
and surround it with active ground-
floor uses.
Rooftops should be considered for
garden terraces.

Appropriate
Courtyards, squares, forecourts and
plazas with active adjacent ground-
floor uses.
Greenways or pedestrian walkways in
residential areas.  If used, front doors
should engage these spaces.

Inappropriate
Pocket parks without active
enclosing uses.
Permanent pedestrian route
obstructions.

Appropriate
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Integrate Universal Design
Guideline
Accommodate accessibility for persons with
disabilities in a manner that is integral to
the design of the building and public right-
of-way.

Description
On existing buildings, all ramps, lifts
and elevators should be designed to be
graceful and natural parts of a project,
rather than simply a means of meeting
the requirements in an awkward or
minimal manner.  In new buildings, all
entrances should be designed to
minimize or eliminate the need for
ramps, lifts or elevators for persons
with disabilities.

Appropriate
Ramps to existing building entrances
that provide direct access but are
screened and/or integrated into the
stairway design.
Ramps constructed of similar or
compatible materials as the building,
stairs and walkways.

Other universal design features such as:
Handrails at all exterior stairs.
Detectable warnings at top step of all
exterior stairs.
Accessible parking near entrances to
buildings.
Entry doors that do not open out
onto the sidewalk.
Entry doors that have sufficient
space at their latch stile side to allow
a person in a wheelchair to
independently open the door.

Inappropriate
Ramps that obstruct or limit
pedestrian access from stairs or
walkways.
Ramps that do not provide safe and
convenient access to building entries.

Inappropriate


