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The �hicago tunnel and reservoir project:
infrastructure to restore city's greatness
by John H.

Brown, Jr.

When James Fenimore Cooper's legendary hero Natty BUm

po

to the unique problems of its siting on the banks of Lake

led his small group of adventurers to the shores of the

Michigan. Now, the city of Chicago has undertaken the most

the city of Chicago was no

challenging engineering project in its history, the Tunnel and

Great Lakes in

The Pathfinder,

more than a wilderness outpost, visited infrequently by trad

) Reservoir Project, which, when successfully completed, will

ers and trappers. Chicago's growth over the intervening cen

set a new international standard for urban flood control and

tury and a half-from incorporation as a village in August

sanitation management.

1833, to incorporation as a city in March 1837, to prosperity
as the nation's second-most-prominelll urban center-has
depended at each point on innovative engineering solutions

A history of engineering successes

Chicago has a history of innovation in its approach to

urban sanitation, particularly since it

was

struck by a disas

trous epidemic in the middle of the 1880s.

Conceptual plan for Chicago's
Tunnel and Reservoir Project

In the summer of 1885. a torrential rainstorm flooded the
city, causing the sewer system to overflow, and carrying raw
sewage far out into Lake Michigan, where it contaminated
the city's drinking-water supplies. The resulting epidemic of
water-borne diseases resulted in some 90,000 deaths. Such
epidemics had occurred on a smaller scale in the past, as
Chicago's sewer system, built in 1856 to dump the city's
waste into the Chicago River, created a growing potential for
drinking-water contamination as the city's population grew.
But the shocking death toll of the 1885 epidemic indicated
that Chicago's problems with its sanitation and water system
had reached life-and-death proportions.
In 1886, a Drainage and Water Supply Commission was
created to study-the problem of contamination of the city's
water supply. The commission's work resulted in the for
mation of the Chicago Sanitary District in 1889: the District
was charged. with engineering responsibility for the city's
problems of sewage and water pollution.
In 1892, the Chicago Sanitary District began construction
on the main channel of the city's Sanitation and Ship Canal.
The canal was designed to reverse the flow of the Chicago
River by linking it with the Des Plaines River, thus prevent
ing the flow of sewage into Lake Michigan and pollution of
drinking-water supplies by the river. After the 32-mile-Iong
canal was completed and put into service, work was begun

Source: Metropolitan Sanllary District

of

Chicago

on a series of interceptor sewers in the de ilse!y populated area
of the city along the front of Lake r"·l,.:hi,,,aii. The interceptor
sewers were designed to capture the r;.) ,,' f,q,." f;xisting sew-
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ers discharging directly into the lake, and to eliminate this

diameter from nine to 36 feet.

source of pollution. With the completion of this project, and

The largest of these tunnels is the planned 180-foot-deep

the continued growth of Chicago, the city's Sanitary District

section of the Upper Des Plaines System.The tunnels will be

Sanitary

District

located in a massive formation of dolomitic limestone, which

of Chicago (MSD), whose 20th-century accomplishments

will provide a minimum of 100 feet of rock cover over the

the American Society of Civil Engineers have named as one

tunnel crowns. The 30-feet-in-diameter boring machines used

of the seven engineering wonders of the United States.

in construction of the underground system are among the

was replaced by the Greater Metropolitan

The MSD'sTunnel and Reservoir Project (TARP), now
off the drawing boards and in the implementation stage, was

most advanced technologies for hard-rock tunnel boring and
modem mining.

first conceived of in 1972, when a Board of Trustees was

Phase I of TARP also includes the completion of four

convened to investigate the problems being created by heavy

pumping stations, which will remove stored water and sew

rainwater overflow into the city's waterways, highway un

age from the underground reservoirs, and deliver it to surface

derpasses, and even the basements of homes and buildings.

treatment plants for discharge into area rivers.

The board, which consisted of representatives from the State
of Illinois, the City of Chicago, Cook County, and theMet
ropolitan Sanitary District, commissioned an engineering team
to draw up plans for the complete overhaul and modernization

Will TARP be completed?

tARP will cost about $3.2 billion in constant 1980 dol

lars, according to Metropolitan Sanitary District Chairman

of Chicago's sewer, water-control, and sewerage-treatment

Nicholas Melas. The program has received 75 percent federal

facilities.

funding under the 1972 Clean Water Act, and much of the

How the TARP will work

remaining
Illinois.

25 percent of funding is allailable from the state of

TARP was designed as a two-phase construction project

The project has already created more than 2,000 jobs in

to upgrade Chicago's surface sewer system to handle current

the Chicago area, many of them for minority workers, and

ground-water flows, and to create underground reservoirs in

has received recognition as a model of engineering excel

which run-off surface rainwater and river-borne sewage can

lence and ingenuity from Japan, Australia, and several Afri

be bottled up and held for treatment. With completion of the

can nations, which are particularly interested in the applica

project, there will be no more water damage in the city fol

tion of high-technology tunnel-boring equipment to their

lowing rainstorms, and no more pollution of Chicago's water

construction and mining efforts at home.

supply. The project will serve a 375-mile area in and around

Although Phase I of TARP is nearing completion with

the city of Chicago, which includes approximately 13,500

the construction of the underground tunnel and reservoir sys

miles of sewers and 640 overflow outlets which presently

tem, the project is threatened by growing political opposi

discharge sewage and storm water flows into area streams.

tion. TARP's opposition from within Illinois is led by anglo

The first step in TARP is the widening, deepening, and

phile Sen. Charles Percy, who is masterminding statewide

extension of surface sewerage systems in Chicago and its

and Capitol Hill lobbying campaigns against the project.

suburbs, so that this system is capable of handling industrial

Backing Percy implicitly is ChicagoMayor Jane Byrne, who

and domestic waste, even when large amounts of ground

has ignoredTARP throughout her term in office, despite the

water run-off are added to the system with seasonal snow

engineering and scientific evidence that the city's water and

melt or during a rainstorm.

sanitation systems, on the verge of breakdown withoutTARP,

Next,TARP's engineers are constructing a series of drop

pose a death-dealing threat to Chicago's residents. Backing

shafts, which will draw rain and sewage out of the surface

Percy explicitly on its editorial pages and with its news cov

system into underground reservoirs, where it will be stored

erage of theTARP project, is the Chicago

until it can be pumped back to the surface for processing in

has

one of the modem sewage-treatment facilities being con

"boondoggle. "

structed as part of the project.

labeled

the

modernization

Sun-Times, which

effort

a

politicians'

The conspicuous voice of support for TARP is that of

Four separate tunnel and reservoir systems are being con

LaRouche Democrat Sheila Jones, who placedTARP's com

structed to serve the project area: the Calumet System in the

pletion high on her list of priorities during her campaign for

southern part of the area southeast of the center of the city;

U.S. Congress last fall. Now a challenger to Byrne for the

the Mainstream System in the heart of Chicago and nearest

Democratic Party's nomination forMayor of Chicago, Jones

to the shores of Lake Michigan; the Des Plaines System,

has scored both the Mayor and the

which is already complete; and the Upper Des Plaines System

tage ofTARP.This is not Jones's first run-in with the Field

to the Northwest of the city center. For the four systems, 252

family run

drop shafts will intercept surface sewage channels, and carry

also chairman of the Illinois Anti-Drug Coalition, is now in

Sun-Times for their sabo

Sun-Times. The Democratic Party leader, who is

Sun-Times, charging the paper and its no

waste and rainwater underground, away from the area's riv

court against the

ers and Lake Michigan. The drop shafts will discharge into

toriously pro-marijuana reporter Chip Berlet, with unlawful

131 miles of reservoirs and connecting tunnels, ranging in

disruption of the coalition's organizing work in the state.
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For Business or Private Phones

10 Ways Dictograph's New Phone Controller
Can Increase the Service You Get from Your Phone,

Speed Your Calls and Lower Your Charges.
From the people who invented the Intercom, HearingAid and Smoke Detector
T his small electronic marvel - only 8'"

by 6" by 1 Y/' -- lets you do things with
your telephone you never thought pos
sible. Read these 10 ways Diccograph's
new Phone Controller outdates old
fashioned telephoning -

1. DIgItal TIme Monitor.

Alerrs you
to minutes you are talking, long distance
or locally. Keeps"; minute calls from
going co a half-hour.

2. TIme-Saving C81back.

Busy sig-

nal' Phone Controller calls back for you

e ver y 60 seconds, Keeps you from
forgerring co.

3. 0.. T_h " Memory" Dialing.

Get at the rouch of a finger 30 numbers
called most frequently. Real time saver,

4. Tlllch DIal ClIIVertar.

Lets you
call by couch on rotary dial phone.

5. Mel_ Sprint Compadble.

No
need to buy or pay for installation of a
rouch-cone phone.

8. Hold Bunlll. Puts callers on hold so
you can talk with others around you,

More secure than hand over mouthpiece.

7. BUilt-In Sp.ak.r�

Call without

/:.I.i1ving to lift and hold phone till some

one answers. Also lets others listen in.

8. Error a:r.r. Dial a single wrong
number, no need ro redial whole num
ber. Push clear burron, error is erased,

. 8. � fall-Safe.

Back-up barrery power keeps program
ming intact and in place in event of
power outage,

10. Blmlnatas ...... Use.

No need

co dial from phone. Touch-dial directly
from dial pad of Phone Controller.

Satisfaction Guaranteed
The Diccograph Phone Controller can be
placed on desk cop or wall-mounted. For
single line service, plug into Bell modular
jack. For multi-line service, specify Model
PC 30ML.

All Controllers have 90-day parts and labor
warranty and are UL, CSA, FCC and Bell
approved. Prompt service if needed, If you
are nor fully satisfied, return unit - or
units - undamaged and in original carron
within 15 days of receipt and your money
will be refunded in full.

r---------------------------------�------,

Dictograph-Pleasantville Plan, 62 Eastview, Pleasantville, NY 10570
Dept. #PC-12
Please send (

) Diccograph Phone Controller(s)

N ame

_______________________________________

at cost per instrument of $129.92 single line,
$148.95 multi-line (Model PC 30 ML.)
I enclose check (

) money order (

of $
AMEX (

) in amount

Address

_______________________________

, Or charge my
) MASTERCARD (

) VISA (

)

City

______

State

_____

Zip

_______

credit card no._____________________
expiring

_____ .

NY residents add sales tax.

For earlier delivery, call toll-free 1-800-334-0854 extension 854. 7 days. 24 hours.
L ________________________________________ �
©Pleasantville Plan 1982

