COMMUNITY RELATIONS REPORT

UNWELCOME NEIGHBOR

An auto recycler struggles against public perception to expand in Illinois.

letter dated Oct. 1, 1984, remains in
easy reach of Auto Parts City Inc.
(APC) owners Larry and Jay Bros-
ten, It is from the Village of Gurnee,
111, and it states that automotive salvage is
a legal, nonconforming use of the proper-
ty. Although the letter was sent to explain
the status of the business when the Bro-
sten’s purchased it, the words “legal” and
“nonconforming” characterize a widely
shared community mindset the Brostens
hope their 2007 recycling victory will help
to overcome,
In the literal sense, the letter meant

they could continue to operate the busi-
ness as before; however, they could not
add to or modernize the site’s existing
buildings. Informal inquires throughout
the years did nothing to change the vil-
lage’s position.

“It was an old salvage yard handling
about 100 cars per month when we
bought it in 1984,” says Larry. “We hoped
eventually the village would reconsider—
we were wrong.’

APC may have been frozen in time,

by jordan madorsky

but Lake County certainly wasnt. From
1980 to 2008, the population increased
from 440,000 to more than 700,000. Lake
County is the northeastern most county in
llinois. Located off Interstate 94, Gurnee,
IlL, is in the center of it, about 35 miles
north of downtown Chicago. Modern
Gurnee has grown from a sleepy hamlet
into a thriving retail/recreation destina-
tion for the entire region.

“Obviously, an auto recycler is not on
anyone’s top-10 list of must-have busi-
nesses,” observes Jay. “We don't attract

shoppers or tourists, but we do provide
a vital service. Currently, we process
roughly 1,000 vehicles per month,
Most of our stock comes from sur-
rounding municipalities. With that
kind of flow, we outgrew our exist-
ing site,” he adds.

An alternate site became the only vi-
able option. The Brostens increasing vocal
efforts seeking approval to build a state-
of-the-art facility would produce three
different proposed relocation sites, and
several rounds of newspaper headlines.

NEGATIVE ATTENTION
Brothers Larry and Jay are third-genera-
tion auto recyclers. They hoped the sale,
in 2000, of another one of their auto recy-
cling businesses, Hy-Way
Auto Parts Inc., to Ford Mo-
tor Co. would prove to the
+ county’s residents that they
w could develop a first-class
. facility. When Ford entered
S the recycling business, via
its Green Leaf division, it was
very selective in the salvage businesses
it acquired. Environmentally friendly,
Hy-Way was surrounded by forest pre-

serve property along the banks of the Des
Plaines River. The site is approximately 7
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miles from APC.

But Hy-Way was developed to serve
the insurance industry with used parts for
late-model vehicle repair. APC recycles
older vehicles.

“The economics of recycling older ve-
hicles requires APC to remain as close as
possible to the source of the supply,” ex-
plains Larry. “We wanted to make it as
‘green’ as possible, too”

The first place the Brostens looked for
sites to relocate was Waukegan, Ill. Di-
rectly east of Gurnee, with an ethnically
diverse population of 91,500, Waukegan
once was a heavily industrial city that is
now striving to refashion its post-indus-
trial image. It continues to be a primary
source of vehicles for APC.

Around the time of the Hy-Way sale,
the Brostens inquired about a Waukegan
property behind a big-box retailer, ap-
proximately one mile from APC, Howev-
er, during a meeting with the city planner,
they were told the city was lobbying the
retailer to expand.

Then in 2002, another opportunity
arose when a 16-acre ComEd (electric
utility) vehicle maintenance facility on
the west side of Waukegan was put on the
market. The nearest residence was a com-
fortable distance away. It was surrounded
on two sides by forest preserve property
and was next to a railroad track. Even bet-
ter, the Brostens thought, was the fact that
an industrial park was being developed on
the other side of the tracks.

The Brostens were hopeful when the
city planner had no clear objection, and
the mayor reacted positively. In fact, the
mayor even favorably mentioned the im-
pending auto recycling center when he
spoke to a local business group.

But the Brostens were about to learn a
tough lesson in just how fleeting political
support can be.

The plan commission deadlocked on
the APC proposal after it caught the atten-
tion of several citizen activists who hast-
ily organized an opposition group. With
a city council election drawing near, the

>> Auto Parts City owners Larry and Jay Brosten say
they believe the company's new corporate offices
will help set the tone for auto recycling in the 21*
Century in Illinois’ Lake County.

Brostens withdrew their petition.

“We got a lot of negative press in
2002, says Larry. “It became pretty clear
some opposition organizers were using us
to help launch their political careers. They
raised every objection they could possibly
think of. Even the owners of the industrial
park development objected to our relo-
cation. But the worst part was that some
opponents brought our family’s character
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