Appearance Review Commission Workshop

The Village of Wilmette Comprehensive Plan · Event Date: October 4th, 2021

On Monday October 4th the Ready Set Wilmette team met with the Village’s Appearance Review
Commission to discuss the Comprehensive Plan process and consider what Community Character
(one of the plan’s main themes) means in the Village now and the role it might play in the future. The
evening started with considering a working definition of Community Character in Wilmette and then
discussing three related questions.

Defining Community Character in Wilmette
Community character is not a few big things, it is a collection of many little things.
“Community Character refers to features that help shape a place’s identity and the
way residents live, work, play, and travel. From architecture, design, and history, to
environment, technology, people, and cultures. All these factors and more influence
and contribute to community character.”
The discussion started with sharing the draft definition of community character noted above.
Community character can be difficult to define – it has is many components and means different things
to different people. Through the ARC discussion, the Commissioners noted that community character
in Wilmette is more than commonly associated elements like architecture, design of the place you are
at, scale of buildings etc. It also is about what you do when you arrive at a destination and the comfort
(or lack of comfort) of the physical space.
Further, one’s enjoyment (or not) of what they’re doing (dining, playing in a park, shopping, etc.) is
ultimately as much a part of community character as the building or plaza where the activity occurs.
Expanding on this, community character is more than the success or quality of these spaces and those
associated feelings, it is about the experience and emotion of getting there on roads, trails, sidewalks,
etc. – it is hard to appreciate a place (or want to go there again) if the trip to arrive at that destination
has been unpleasant. Community character is not a few big things, it is a collection of many little things.

The commission then considered community character is it relates to the Village now and in the future.
Working first in small groups of twos, the commission considered the following sets of questions, then
reported back to the full group:
1.

How important is distinctive character and a sense of place to Wilmette? Where is sense of
place strongest in Wilmette? Where might it be improved?
Important aspects of community character include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

2.

Providing the highest quality of experiences
Neighborhood feel – walkable streets, trees, attractive housing
Downtown feel – walkable, gathering spaces, restaurants and outdoor dining
Quality of schools
Nature – parks and Lake Michigan, and ease of access to such
Diversity of feel and look in neighborhoods and business districts
Commuting – perception of parts of town differs when seen by car, and the speed at which
you’re traveling (stuck in traffic, or speeding through town)

Does visiting downtown Wilmette feel different than spending time at Plaza del Lago, or along
Green Bay Road? Should these experiences feel different, and why?
Comment related to community character in different parts of Wilmette include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Downtown and east side districts are easy to get around by walking or biking
Kids can get to school and parks with no parental supervision
Dining al fresco is part of the downtown character ( and Plaza Del Lago)
Plaza Del Lago’s character should be similar to downtown
Green Bay Road is non-descript in terms of design and character (building and public way)
No specific architectural style downtown (some architecture is a bit jarring)
Village control is over bulk and height of buildings and we should focus on those points
West side of town “feels” different – not as walkable or bikable – car oriented. Crossing the
Edens is difficult and unsafe in places, especially with regards to the abundance of Loyola
students. The area also lacks some of the amenities found elsewhere – such as outdoor
dining and pedestrian oriented shopping. All together that creates a different character
between the two parts of town.
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Words and thoughts associated with the character of business districts included:
Downtown
Choice
Quality
Invites you to
linger
Positive impact of
restaurant scene

3.

Green Bay Road
Inconsistent
Dangerous
Out of sync
Unpleasant, bad
for pedestrians

Plaza Del Lago
Hard to get to
Nice
Not like
downtown
Would benefit
from character
enhancements
that are similar to
downtown

Edens Plaza
Big Box
Highway
Gateway

Lake Street
Speeding
Collector road
Connects
neighborhoods
Opportunity to
slow traffic (add
bike lanes?) to
improve safety
and experience of
users

What is the current “narrative” about Wilmette’s community character, and is it accurate?
What parts of the Wilmette community character aren’t widely known, and how can the
full “Wilmette story” be communicated?

Comment related to the “narrative” that describes community character Wilmette include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Community Character is the diversity of how our community both looks and feels.
Visual character of an area informs how we “feel” when we’re there, and helps us decide
where we want to be.
Wilmette’s small town feel means safety and being a community of neighbors.
Wilmette community character is impacted by the built and natural environment – these
two factors differ between the east and west sides of the Village.
Wilmette’s community character is not generic.
Lake access is an important part of the Village’s community character.
Community Character reflects Wilmette’s legacy of innovation with regards to
architecture, quality and consistency, scales and proportions.

Following the discussion, additional questions were addressed and information shared regarding
next steps, community engagement, and focus groups.
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