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Shorter commutes. 
Fewer traffic delays due 
to bottlenecks. Less air 
pollution. And a reduced 
chance of accidents.

Just a few years ago, most Chicagoans would 
have called that a pipe dream. It was certainly 
not the situation more than 1.4 million 
Chicagoland commuters faced daily on the 
Illinois Tollway, as a decades-old problem of 
traffic congestion on the network of highways 
surrounding the nation’s third most populous 
city went from bad to worse.

In need of sound, long-term solutions, the 
Tollway launched a 10-year congestion relief 
program, Open Roads for a Faster Future. 

The goal was to improve travel times and safety 
on roadways extending 274 miles across 12 
northern Illinois counties. A key element of the 
Tollway’s initiative would be the Open Road 
Tolling (ORT) project. Launched in the spring 
of 2005, its major push was to incorporate ORT 
lanes at all mainline toll plazas by October 
2006. This translated into approximately $750 
million in total program dollars.

Challenges
Burns & McDonnell was among the Chicago-
area consultants invited to participate in the 
systemwide ORT conversion. Initially, it was 
tasked with redesigning a single toll plaza 
near the Wisconsin state line, Plaza 21 at 
Waukegan. Among its recommendations: 
create new lanes for Open Road Tolling, 

rebuild the cash-only lanes and dramatically 
upgrade plaza facilities.

As Tollway officials realized the same level 
of design detail would be necessary for 
20 additional plazas, they chose to focus 
consultants’ efforts on developing a prototype 
building and plaza design that could be 
incorporated systemwide. Eight more 
consultants were hired for toll plaza design; 
Burns & McDonnell was then asked to lead 
the concept design phase and serve as design 
project management lead for the entire 
ORT conversion.

Solutions
The scope and complexity of managing work 
on 22 plazas required that Burns & McDonnell 
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Senior project manager Mike Folta: “We were essentially 
the conductor for the orchestra” in managing the work 
on 22 toll plazas for the Open Road Tolling program.
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develop and maintain close partnerships 
between the designers, contractors and 
Tollway staff to expedite and streamline all 
processes. Simultaneous development of 
new building concepts, infrastructure, plaza 
geometry, signage and contract management 
enabled construction to begin even as 
design details were being finalized. Burns & 
McDonnell also proceeded with its own 
redesign of the Waukegan Plaza 21 and was 
later hired to provide technical design support 
to HNTB, the ORT construction manager.

Mike Folta, Burns & McDonnell’s senior 
project manager, notes: “We were essentially 

the conductor for the orchestra: Our job was 
to pull the technical resources together, to 
get people operating on the same page from 
a design standpoint. But to complete this 
work in just 22 months, we cannot dismiss 
the team effort involved. There were always 
multiple consultants involved, always 
decision by consensus.”

Outcome
Upon completion of the Waukegan Toll Plaza 
in October 2006, Open Road Tolling was 
finally in place across Chicagoland’s Tri-State 
Tollway. It also gave Illinois the distinction of 
being the first state in the nation to feature 

Top photo: Concepts for the Open Road Tolling toll plazas grew out of intense charrettes involving 
Burns & McDonnell and other members of the project team. Bottom photo: Plazas equipped for 
Open Road Tolling collect tolls electronically while vehicles pass at highway speeds. Motorists 
paying with cash exit the mainline to a more traditional tollbooth collection area.

non-stop tolling lanes at every plaza across 
its mainline system — as well as completion 
of a non-stop travel corridor from 
Wisconsin to Indiana.

Perhaps the ultimate test of the Tollway’s 
success with new ORT lanes, though, is 
time. Chicago-area commuters have widely 
applauded the benefits of Open Road Tolling. 
Along with many vacationers and commercial 
truckers moving in and out of the city, they’re 
now experiencing improved safety and travel 
times that are faster than ever before.

For more information, contact Mike Folta, (630) 724-3200.
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