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HigHland Park City CounCil 

Concerns over Park Avenue Beach lease discussed
City, PDHP reach 

preliminary 

agreement at Park 

Board meeting

Nicki koettiNg, Assistant editor

The Highland Park City 
Council meeting on Mon-
day, Sept. 22, was standing-
room only as upward of 100 
Highland Park residents 
came to the meeting to pro-

test the City and the Park 
District of Highland Park’s 
possible shutdown of Park 
Avenue Beach. 

The Park District of 
Highland Park leases the 
Central Park property, 
which includes Park Av-
enue Beach, from the City. 
The original lease with the 
City from 1981 has expired. 
The park district’s ability to 
continue boating operations 
and camp programs on Park 
Avenue Beach requires the 

approval and permission of 
the City.

The City’s staff recom-
mended that the City pro-
hibit public access around 
the water treatment plant 
as part of security improve-
ments to the plant. This re-
striction would include the 
entire Park Avenue Beach 
and the boating facilities lo-
cated there.

At the Park District of 
Highland Park’s Park Board 
meeting on Sept. 23, the 

day after the City Council 
meeting, the City officials 
who attended agreed in 
principle to grant the park 
district a one-year extension 
of the Park Avenue Beach 
lease, which would allow 
the boating operations and 
summer camp programs, 
as well as public access to 
the beach, to remain un-
changed through at least 
May 31, 2016. 

While the City Council 
did not have a lease be-
tween the City and the park 
district on which to take 
action during the council 
meeting, it used the time 
to explain the security im-
provements around the wa-
ter treatment plant and let 
the public comment on the 
possibility of Park Avenue 
Beach closing.

Deputy City Manager 
Ghida Neukirch opened the 
meeting with a report on the 
background of what led to 
the City’s staff recommend-
ing prohibiting public ac-
cess around the water treat-
ment plant. The City is in 
the middle of a $35 million 
upgrade to the water treat-
ment plant, and the changes 
to the plant led the City to 
review opportunities for en-
hanced security measures, 
she said. 

“The City’s design en-
gineers for the water treat-
ment plant project identi-
fied security enhancements 
which included establishing 
a security perimeter around 
the water treatment plant,” 
Neukirch said. “The City 
relayed to the park district 
our staff recommendation 
to prohibit public access 
beyond the water treatment 
plant, in an effort to en-
hance security.”

Neukirch said that City 
staff noted that there are 
three reasons for having 
a perimeter fence around 

the water treatment plant: 
to reduce risk, allow for a 
timely response by emer-
gency responders and plan 
for rapid recovery should an 
event occur.

“This isn’t about security 
breaches from terrorists; it’s 
about enhancing the securi-
ty of our critical infrastruc-
ture, the water treatment 
plant,” Neukirch said. 

However, in light of the 
feedback and concern the 
City has received from 
North Shore Yacht Club 
members and other High-
land Park residents, the 
City has been reconven-
ing with the park district in 
the past few weeks to ex-
plore more opportunities, 
Neukirch said. The park 
district is setting up a task 
force comprised of City and 
park district officials, North 
Shore Yacht Club mem-
bers, boaters and residents 
to figure out a solution that 
will mutually benefit every-
one involved. 

After Neukirch spoke, 
Alan Cohen, the commo-
dore of the North Shore 
Yacht Club, spoke at the 
meeting about the North 
Shore Yacht Club’s request 
to keep the existing Yacht 
Club facilities on Park Av-
enue Beach open. 

“We want to stay on the 
south beach [and we are] 
opposed to moving to the 
north beach,” Cohen said.  

Cohen said that when 
heavy construction was 
done on the water treatment 
plant last year and the south 
beach was closed, the North 
Shore Yacht Club experi-
enced a 45 percent decrease 
in membership. He also said 
that the north beach is un-
protected from big waves 
— there is a steep drop off 
into the water — and it is 
difficult to launch from and 
land boats on the beach, 

among other problems. 
“We ask the City Coun-

cil to preserve access to the 
existing facilities consistent 
with public safety, discuss 
the issues in public hearings 
[and] postpone any closure 
of the boating facilities un-
til at least May 2016,” Co-
hen said. 

Approximately 20 High-
land Park residents spoke 
at the meeting opposing 
the closing of Park Ave-
nue Beach. 

Highland Park resident 
and boater Jodi Mordini 
said that if the main rea-
son for the closure of the 
North Shore Yacht Club is 
for the security of the wa-
ter treatment plant, then the 
City should “fix the secu-
rity issues.”

“Why should innocent 
boaters be punished by tak-
ing away access to the lake-
front and from the activities 
they enjoy with their fami-
lies and friends?” Mordini 
said. “I am not diminishing 
the fact that our water treat-
ment plant should be safe 
for people and the commu-
nities it serves; however, 
we have managed to secure 
schools [and] other public 
buildings by providing ad-
ditional security, but at the 
same time allowing public 
access. I am confident that 
we can come up with so-
lutions to make our water 
treatment facility safe and 
at the same time keep the 
Yacht Club and the boat 
launch open to the public.”

The City and park dis-
trict’s lease considerations 
will be scheduled at a future 
City Council meeting for 
public input and formal con-
sideration following discus-
sions with the park district 
and the task force, accord-
ing to a press release from 
the City of Highland Park.
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