THE LONG AND WINDING ROAD TO PEOTONE
Corruption and road building have gone hand in hand in Illinois politics since the very beginning of the automobile. The height of that corruption might very well have occurred under the watchful eye of Roland Burris as the Attorney General of Illinois.

Over the last half century, the country began the greatest economic expansion in history. That expansion was fueled by the creation of our Federal Highway system. In 1956 President Eisenhower created a system of Federal Highways for the purpose of national defense. Our country abandoned rail in favor of highways. This was at a time when gas was cheap and America needed to put to work all of the veterans that returned home from WWII. It’s a great irony that this was the same strategy adopted by Adolph Hitler to move his troops and supplies throughout Europe. Today Europe has abandoned that approach and invested instead in rail and public transportation. 

During the construction of our expressway system, including the Eisenhower, Ryan and Kennedy Expressways, thousands of families and businesses lost their properties and suffered horrible consequences that many never recovered from. Congress responded with hearings and studies that lasted over a decade. Our own distinguished Senator, Charles Percy, was instrumental in drafting the legislation that eventually lead to the passing of the Environmental Protection Act and the companion Act known as the Uniform Relocation Act. One was designed to protect the environment and the other designed to protect the public.

Illinois was quick to adopt the legislation as its own State law. However, the pervasive atmosphere of Pay to Play politics involving land speculation by connected developers in return for campaign contributions also resulted in State officials playing fast and loose with respect to their obligations to comply with environmental and relocation laws.

This has never been more evident than under the authority of Roland Burris during the construction of I-355. Environmental laws are designed to require studies and hearings as part of the official decision making process. The decision to build is not to be made until after a thorough study and the opportunity for the public to participate in the decision making process. These processes are supposed to be documented and presented to the Federal Highway Administration in order to receive Federal project approvals.

Did the Attorney General’s Office under Roland Burris commit a fraud in order to secure Federal approvals? What is common knowledge is that several environmental groups filed a lawsuit in 1996 challenging the State’s compliance with Federal environmental laws. Specifically, IDOT and the Tollway refused to consider any other alternatives to the construction of the Tollway for the preparation of their studies. The Court issued an injunction until those studies were made. This was a clear cut violation of environmental laws that occurred under the watchful eyes of Roland Burris.
What is not known however is that officials in the Attorney General’s Office engaged in conduct that gave an illusion of compliance with many of the other requirements of Federal laws, State laws and the public hearing process.

Did the State of Illinois, under Roland Burris’s protection and participation, violate acquisition, relocation and environmental laws?
Relocation Laws

IDOT and Tollway officials were given the status of Federal cooperating agencies under the direction of the lead agency, the Federal Highway Administration. As part of that process the State Agencies were compelled to provide assurances of compliance with the Federal Relocation Laws. Those assurances were made by the Chief Executive Counsels for IDOT and the Tollway, Mr. Frank Howard and Mr. Edward Gower. The Chief Counsel’s Office is given the authority to represent the agencies in all legal matters and the appointments to these powerful positions were made by the Attorney General, Roland Burris. These appointments are discretionary and subject to the approval of the Attorney General.
Under Roland Burris, the State Agencies did not provide the relocation assistance and benefits contrary to the assurances they gave to the Federal Government in order to receive project approvals. On October 6, 1997, the General Assembly’s Joint Oversight Committee convened special hearings in Will County as a result of a public outcry by those being displaced without relocation rights. The testimony at those hearings tells of numerous horror stories of families forced from their homes during the Christmas holidays and in one instance a pregnant woman one week away from delivery was forced to leave her home. Many elderly couples were forced to leave their ranch style homes that they had lived in for decades and relocate to cheaper dwellings located many miles away from their families and friends. Those relocations resulted in dwellings that required the climbing of stairs, forcing unreasonable hardships. None of the people that were displaced were able to afford comparable replacement dwellings in their communities, which the relocation laws were designed to provide for.
The violation of relocation laws is a matter of public record and so is the agencies blatant violation of those laws designed to protect the public. What isn’t a matter of public record is that one of the people displaced was forced into an eviction proceeding. At the trial IDOT officials were called as sworn witnesses. Those officials testified under oath that IDOT was violating acquisition and relocation laws. However, the Attorney General’s Office under Roland Burris received a court order striking those admissions from the trial. The sworn transcripts of those proceedings were later introduced as evidence in the public hearing for the approval of the Environmental Impact Statement. This statement was required under Federal law as part of the Federal approval process. However, those documents were removed from the public record by the Attorney General’s Office. The Federal Authorities issued their approvals without knowledge of the State’s violations of relocation laws.
Every family and business that is going to be displaced is required by law to receive what is known as an “Initiation of Negotiation” letter. That letter establishes the eligibility for relocation assistance and benefits. The letter contains assurances that under no circumstance can a person be displaced until comparable replacement housing is available and has been provided to those who are displaced. The letter states that there is a right to an administrative hearing process and the right to judicial review. However, when those displaced by the project requested the right to a hearing, they were then forced into a highly restrictive eviction proceeding. The Attorney General’s Office was given judicial rulings that relocation rights could not be used as a defense in an eviction trial. When displaced persons tried to assert their right to an administrative hearing, the Attorney General’s Office assured the courts that Illinois never adopted the right to an administrative review. Did the Attorney General’s Office under the direction of Roland Burris commit a fraud upon the People of Illinois as well as the courts and the Federal Government?
Environmental Laws
The Federal Environmental Policies Act of 1970 is one of the most important pieces of legislation adopted by Congress during the last century. One of the most fundamental requirements of the Act is that the environmental study of a project is supposed to be the basis for the decision to build the proposed project. This is called the build/no build scenario. In other words the study cannot be used to justify a decision that has already been made. The study is required to examine all alternatives to a proposed action. In the case of I-355 which was built to ease congestion and increase transportation in Will County, the law required that the study include the use of public transportation and/or the improvement of local roads.

The Law also provides for a public hearing process where the public is required to present responses to the proposed action. The public response is supposed to have an effect on the decision to build or not to build. That is the difference between a public meeting and a public hearing.

In the case of I-355, properties were being acquired years before environmental studies were ever conducted. Today, some of those properties sit vacant because they were never in the final right of way. Many of those properties were part of a scheme to provide advanced knowledge of highway interchange locations to connected developers in return for campaign contributions. Connected politicians established a commitment to construct I-355 years before environmental studies were ever conducted.
To justify the study, IDOT officials refused to consider alternatives to the construction of the Tollway and that arrogance resulted in a Federal Court order, stopping the construction until a new environmental study was made. That cost the State millions of dollars. It was the Attorney General’s Office that was responsible for drafting of the environmental study to comply with Federal laws.
That was not the worst of the transgressions. The study submitted to the Federal Government stated that a public hearing was held and that the response of the public was favorable to the project. A later audit of the public responses showed that 90% of the responses actually opposed the project. The public hearing was a sham with no effect upon the decision making process.

Documents were submitted at the hearing which included sworn transcripts from an eviction proceeding against one of the persons who was displaced by the project without relocation assistance or benefits. The sworn statements of IDOT officials admitted to violations of relocation and acquisition laws. Those documents were removed from the public record by the Attorney General’s Office. That action is considered a crime of tampering with a public record. Who can prosecute a crime committed by a prosecutor? The Attorney General who was responsible was Roland Burris. 

Acquisition Laws

Roland Burris is no stranger to Illinois politics and while serving in the powerful position of Attorney General, he benefited by the actions of his lieutenants who sold State business for a price. That was the case with a company called Continental Offices Ltd. And a cast of characters truly worthy of a part in the Soprano’s series.

Donald Hedge was a developer who sought to make money by investing and developing in properties located near the proposed construction of I-355. Don Hedge had an edge. He was well connected in Illinois politics.

There are internal Tollway documents that have been hidden from review involving Don Hedge, Pate Phillips, who was the President of the State Senate, Clifford Carney, their good friend and attorney, James Slifer, the District Engineer for IDOT, and Greg Baise, who used to be the head of IDOT. These letters have never been seen by any investigative agency; except for the Attorney General’s Office run by Roland Burris… we’ll explain more about his involvement as the story continues. 

What these letters prove is that powerful political figures were using there authority to provide advanced knowledge of highway interchange locations to connected developers, years in advance of any studies required to justify the construction of the highway project. These letters were generated in 1990 and the required studies and public hearings were not conducted for another 4 years.

Just imagine how profitable it is to know about highway locations years before the public is informed. That knowledge comes at a price, after all Illinois is the place to “pay to play”.

To his credit, Jim Edgar requested that the State Police conduct an investigation of corrupt land acquisitions by IDOT and the Tollway. There was no love between the DuPage County republicans that ran the Tollway and a downstate republican who was elected Governor.

In 1996, the Illinois State Police, after a lengthy investigation, filed a Complaint for a Search Warrant. The Search Warrant is very detailed and reads like a plot from the Soprano’s. This is where Roland Burris becomes involved. 

Here is a look at our cast of characters:

American Consulting Services Inc. is an operation of Roger Claar. Roger was the Mayor of Bolingbrook and a Tollway Board Member as well as a good friend with Pate Phillips and Don Hedge.

Alfred G. Ronan was a lobbyist who had recently served as the Chairman of the General Assembly’s powerful Transportation Committee. Mr. Ronan was one of Roland Burris’s most notable and prolific campaign contributors.

Frank Howard was the Chief Counsel to the Tollway Authority having been appointed by Roland Burris. Frank and his law partner, Joe Kotlarz, were implicated in another land scheme that resulted in criminal prosecutions, but not before Roland Burris received nearly $20,000 in campaign contributions.

Michael Martin was appointed as a Special Assistant Attorney General by Roland Burris after his law partner, Tom Dunn, made a campaign contribution of $2,000. Tom Dunn is also a close friend of Pate Phillips.

Andrew Bryk was the head of IDOT’s land Acquisition Department. As the head of land acquisition he was well aware of the Department’s authority to make advanced acquisitions, but then again so was everyone else.

Robert Hickman was the Director of the Tollway, having been appointed by Governor Edgar because Bob had been his campaign finance director when he ran the Secretary of State’s Office before George Ryan. By the way, Bob and Jim raised 20 times more money issuing Driver’s Licenses, than George did when he was Secretary of State.

Kirk Brown was the head of IDOT. Kirk started his career in 1968 as the district engineer under the infamous William Cellini, who initially served as the head of IDOT. His sister Janice, served as Governor Edgar’s patronage chief. 

Now that we have our cast of characters, here is how the story goes. Don Hedge sold his interest in the land for $654,931.65, but kept an interest in any development deal. The purchaser of the land was Continental Offices Ltd. This is a powerful development company with a history of business with the Tollway. Their specialty was locating prime land for office and commercial development. 

The authorization to construct I-355 as a Tollway was made by the General Assembly in 1994. Prior to 1994 IDOT was in charge of the planning and environmental studies. Before 1994 there was no authority to acquire properties unless IDOT complied with the State’s advanced acquisitions statute. However, that law required studies, public hearings and right of way plans filed with the County Recorder’s Office before acquisitions could be made. That law was never followed because land speculation was only for the connected who paid for it.

The boys who ran the Tollway wanted to help their “good friends”, but officials at IDOT had their own list of friends and any advanced purchase had to go through IDOT and not the Tollway. IDOT officials were making advanced acquisitions without authority and generating campaign funds as well as lucrative properties at a cheap price.

In 1991, IDOT and Roland Burris filed a condemnation complaint against Don Hedge and Continental Properties. The document was prepared by Michael Martin and Roland Burris. In order to look proper, Roland swore in the complaint that the authority to construct I-355 had already been given to IDOT. Of course this was not true, but the Complaint had to look official and they were forced to file a false complaint. They were putting the squeeze on. IDOT had been putting the squeeze on Hedge by appearing al local zoning hearings and preventing Hedge from getting his zoning approvals. That would have increased the value of the property and in Illinois you have to pay if you want to play.

The condemnation award was made by the court in 1993 for $800,000. Now this is where it gets really dirty. Hedge made payments of $2,700 to Roger Claar, pay to play of course. However, Hedge was getting nowhere with IDOT and Claar’s influence was with the Tollway. So, Roger Claar brought in Roland’s big campaign contributor and fellow democrat, Al Ronan. Ronan was paid a consulting fee of $23,750 based upon a purchase price of $1,250,000. 

Al Ronan called Kirk Brown, the head of IDOT, and got him to transfer property acquisitions to the Tollway. When this was done, Frank Howard and Al Ronan met with Hedge to finalize the deal. Burris received more donations from Howard and Ronan than anyone else.

 So the Tollway Board approved a deal where Hickman was given authority to pay Hedge $1,250,000. Frank Howard, as Burris’s appointment to the Tollway, was then able to push the deal through the General Assembly in Springfield in record time.

So why didn’t anyone go to jail for this? What happened to the State Police Investigation? Well, that investigation was ordered to stop by the Attorney General’s Office, under the direction of Roland Burris. After all, everyone got paid and in Illinois if you pay, you play.

In 1991, another corrupt land deal began involving Waste Management, the Tollway and Roland Burris. Because IDOT and the Tollway were allowed to acquire property for any reason and at any time in violation of State law, they were in the perfect place to engage in land speculation. They weren’t just buying property to build highways, they were looking for investments. They were in a position to sell lucrative pieces of property near highway interchange locations in exchange for campaign contributions and commissions.

One such piece of property was known as the Meyer’s Road property. In 1991, the Waste Management Company wanted to acquire this property. The very first thing that they did was to give a $2,000 contribution to Roland Burris, who was the Attorney General at that time. After all it’s a requirement in Illinois that if you want to play, you have to pay.

Our Politicians saw land speculation as the most lucrative means to generate extra income. The value of the piece of property that Waste Management wanted, appreciated greatly after the first section of I-355 was built. The Tollway was looking to make a profit from a sale of nearly $ 4,000,000.00.

Roland Burris’s top appointee to the Tollway was Frank Howard, the law partner of Joseph Kotlarz. Joe Kotlarz was a fellow democrat who had served on the powerful transportation committee in the General Assembly. Roland appointed Frank to be his Special Assistant Attorney General and Chief Counsel to the Tollway. 

Frank and Joe cooked up a scheme to skim a commission of $190,000.00 from the sale of the property. What was the first thing that they did? They gave Roland his cut. Three checks were made at the same time for $5,000 each, a grand total of $15,000.00. One of those checks came directly from Tollway headquarters in clear violation of state law which prohibits using state offices for campaign funding.

In a plot that would have been worthy of a Soprano’s episode, Roland and the boys were making out like bandits. However, they ran into problems because they got greedy and didn’t spread the wealth around to their fellow republicans who had been used to running the Tollway land scam business by themselves, before Roland became Attorney General.

The DuPage County State’s Attorney went after Frank and Joe. Frank turned State’s witness and was granted immunity and Joe went to jail. However, Roland kept his money and his name was never mentioned, until now.

Why did Roland collect campaign contributions in connection with a land scam that eventually resulted in prosecutions? Why did Roland collect the money and run, forcing the DuPage County State’s Attorney to prosecute a crime that his office was involved in? Why was Roland’s connection never made public? Will Roland explain why he appointed Frank Howard in the first place?

George Ryan went to jail because people in his office were selling state services and generating campaign funds from the illicit activities.

Roland Burris was collecting campaign funds from the illicit activities of the people he appointed. Why is George not sharing his cell?

Now the State wants to make advanced acquisitions of land for the Peotone airport. Do we have environmental studies and a fair and full public hearing process? Do we have relocation rights? Do we have the trust that the pay to play politics and corruption that occurred with I-355 will not repeat?

How can we trust our government when it has been so corrupted and continues to refuse to prosecute those who violated our laws and rights?

Shouldn’t we correct the mistakes of the past before we repeat those same mistakes in the future?
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