
Memo 3
The Yards Development

Introduction
The site for the Yards Development is currently a large parking lot, a Goodyear, a tire repair
store, and more industrial space. It is near the Illinois Terminal, and is anticipated to bring a large
environmental impact to the area. Downtown Champaign is an area with a wide variety of shops,
restaurants, and housing. There is traffic brought to the area for the restaurants and local
shopping, but it is typically not very busy besides weekends or when the University of Illinois
Urbana-Champaign is having a large event that requires the booking of hotels and Airbnbs in the
downtown area.

Downtown Champaign is located in the Central City of Champaign, and currently only has one
hotel, the Hyatt Place. On busy weekends for the University such as graduation, dad’s weekend,
mom’s weekend, and homecoming, this hotel books up quickly. The introduction of another hotel
to the area is much needed.

The Yards Development
This development on the southern end of Downtown Champaign is generally bounded by
University Avenue, Walnut/Neil Street, Springfield Avenue, and the Canadian National Railroad
Tracks. Included in the project proposal are an expansion of Illinois Terminal, a hotel and
conference center, office tower, residential apartments, University of Illinois sports arena,
practice ice, community ice rink, and multiple parking structures.

The Hilton Aloft hotel that is in this plan broke ground in 2019, but has been slowed due to the
pandemic.  Future plans for this hotel include a wedding venue as well as a conference center for
events and meetings. The city of Champaign is currently limited in terms of conference centers
and wedding venues, so this development will alleviate those issues currently facing the city.

Expansion of the Illinois Terminal will make Champaign a larger component of the Illinois
railway system, and likely open more routes through Champaign. This, in turn, will make the
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign a more accessible college to attend in terms of travel.
The increased accessibility of the University will likely positively impact enrollment.

Background
Downtown Champaign has historically been an area that welcomes passengers off of the trains
arriving at the Illinois Terminal. This project will be contributed to by the city through a
combination of Tax Increment Finance (TIF) Funds, and taxes from the hotel that will be
constructed. These incentives heavily encouraged the development of the Yards.



Site and Surroundings
The uses on the site fit with the surrounding land uses, as they are all zoned for CB2. Some of
these uses are parking lots, public service, and retail businesses. There are not barriers to access
and circulation, as this site is off of two main roads Neil and University, and have diagonally
running side streets to provide more access and circulation. Additionally, this area is mainly foot
traffic, as many visitors to the area come via train or bus. Downtown Champaign is fairly
walkable, and most necessary places are found there such as housing, a weekly farmers’ market
on tuesday evenings, and convenient train and bus stops.

Below is a map of the site currently:

This shows how the future site of the Yards Development is bounded by University Avenue,
Walnut/Neil Street, Springfield Avenue, and the Canadian National Railroad Tracks. These hard
boundaries leave  little room for space that is not optimized.

Zoning Plans



A few local zoning plans help to better determine the usage of this space, and explain how it will
interact with the surrounding lots. These plans include the Champaign County Comprehensive
Development Plan, the Champaign County Zoning Map which details permitted uses for each
zoning district, and the Champaign Downtown Plan. Each of these plans help to better explain
the vision for downtown Champaign, and provide a clear view into what the future of the Central
City can be.

Comprehensive Development Plan
The Champaign County Comprehensive Development Plan details a push to develop centers
within Champaign. One of these centers is the Central City, which includes both Downtown and
Midtown Champaign. The plan defines downtown as the original business, employment and
entertainment center of the city and continues to serve this purpose as a regional destination.
Unique entertainment uses like museums, theaters and performance venues are found here as
well. Important components of the downtown include civic spaces such as outdoor dining and
plaza walking spaces. In this district, existing surface parking lots are considered infill
development opportunities (Comprehensive Plan).

Zoning Map
The zoning map shows that the development site is zoned for Central Business 2 or CB2. This
allows a wide range of development purposes.

Permitted Uses
Some of the permitted uses defined for CB2 districts include, but are not limited to;

A. Bed and breakfast
B. Commercial Recreation, Indoor;
C. Commercial Recreation, Outdoor;
D. Community Center
E. Freestanding Parking Lot;
F. Freestanding Parking Structure;
G. Hotel;
H. Museum;
I. Restaurant;
J. Retail, General Merchandise;
K. Retail, Package Liquor;
L. Shopping Center;
M. Tavern;
N. Theater

The CB2 zone is one of the most lenient of the Champaign zones. It allows for a wide range of
uses that are beneficial to many members of the Champaign community (Comprehensive Plan).

Downtown Plan



The Downtown Plan, established in 2006, explains the future plans for downtown Champaign.
The main weaknesses noted for the downtown district were;

● Pedestrian Crossings
● Conflicting Land Uses
● Under-utilized Buildings
● Street Litter and Trash
● Lack of Parking Perception
● Vacant Upper Floors
● Lack of Visuals

With these weaknesses in mind, the Downtown Plan focuses on a “shop around the corner”
approach. There is large residential interest in the downtown area, as it is decently walkable and
has access to the Illinois Terminal, as well as the MTD bus system route. The main goal is for the
downtown area to be vibrant and walkable, and embrace its urban character while making it a
connected and accessible community. The Yards Development proposal will help to further
establish this through creating more economic interest in the area and expanding the Illinois
terminal to be able to accommodate greater numbers of people visiting the community of
Champaign (2006 Downtown Plan).

Redevelopment Process
Redeveloping this area has been a long process, beginning in 2015. With public opposition at the
forefront, and being halted by the coronavirus pandemic, the Yards Development has had no
shortage of challenges with starting. While there was only small opposition, there was a concern
of the Division 1 Hockey team’s fans changing the atmosphere of downtown Champaign. There
were also concerns about the TIF district and how the Yards Development was benefiting from it.
The Tax Increment Financing district of downtown was established in 1986 (The News Gazette).
This TIF has historically been used to, “fund improvements to  public infrastructure and to
incentivize the improvement of a blighted building stock” (2006 Downtown Plan). This TIF was
set to expire in 2006, but was then extended to 2021.  It is likely that it will be extended again to
help fund the project.

Below are two proposed renderings for the Yards Development including three small and modern
apartment buildings, as well as the Aloft Hotel. There is a cobblestone sidewalk implemented as
well as the addition of local trees. This makes the area more walkable.

Rendering One Before



Rendering One After



Rendering Two Before



Rendering Two After



Economic Impact Statement
This development is anticipated to bring large amounts of income and positive economic
development to the area on a multifaceted level. These levels are on the site itself, all of
downtown Champaign, and the entire city of Champaign (The Yards).

For the site itself, it will be revitalized into a more productive atmosphere that will bring more
jobs and income. While some of this space is already a public use, it could be put to a higher and
better usage. The Yards development encourages that higher and better usage.

For the downtown Champaign area, visitor traffic will lead to more restaurant attendance and
shoppers. This will help to keep the local restaurants downtown open. It also will bring more foot
traffic to the local shops and art galleries that likely do not have many frequent customers
currently.  There are not many parking lots in downtown currently, most parking is on the street.
This development will increase parking in the downtown area.

For the city of Champaign, there will be increased job opportunities, positive economic growth,
and the winter months will have more income due to the arena and traffic caused by a Division 1
hockey team. Increase of job opportunities closer to the college campus will be very beneficial



for students at the University of Illinois. Increased parking will also likely increase the
attendance to the Champaign farmers’ market, which benefits the local community.

Public Process
The first study session of the public process was november 10, 2015 (The Yards). It discussed
the potential of Downtown development on North Walnut Street. On August 22, 2017, there was
discussion of moving the proposed development to south Downtown in partnership with an
expansion of Illinois Terminal. The next year on September 11, 2018, the progress of
development and the possible inclusion of University of Illinois arena for Division 1 Hockey
were discussed. Most recently, on April 30, 2019 the general framework for a development
agreement was examined and city officials as well as the project managers sought direction to
finalize negotiations and return to the next Study Session with final agreement structure.

Conclusion
The Yards Development broke ground for the Marriott Aloft hotel in September of 2019, but
construction has been halted due to the status of the pandemic. Despite delays, the first building
of the Yards Development, the Avenue Building, is anticipated to be completed by spring of
2022. This slow development was ont in the original plans of the Yards project, but there are still
many signs pointing towards the completion of the project as soon as possible.

Future Uses
Other potential uses or changes to the site could include Literary, a library and cocktail bar that
just opened in downtown Champaign opening a smaller secondary shop near the arena featuring
Illinois-specific drinks and foods for after the games. A shuttle system from the University of
Illinois Campus directly to the ice arena would be another future use that could be very
beneficial to the success of the development, especially on inclement weather days.

Benefits
The city will widely benefit from this development. From an economic standpoint, there will be
more jobs available, as well as more traffic  brought to the area. The expansion of the Illinois
Terminal will allow it to be a larger stop in the railway system than it previously was. The
construction of the ice arena and introduction of the Division 1 hockey team will also bring
economic benefit, ubt will also bring more attention to the University of Illinois and likely
increase funding and enrollment.

The Yards Development project is anticipated to bring a large amount of funding to the
downtown Champaign area, and increase economic growth in the entire city of Champaign.
While the project has been delayed, at completion it will be a valuable asset to the community
with potential to grow alongside the city.
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