
How a Water Taxi, a Flood Map, and Pullman's History Taught Me to See Chicago 
Differently 

I was already really interested in cities and how they work, but the FLIP program 
through the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning made that interest real. It wasn’t 
just sitting in a classroom. We took the water taxi to Chinatown to see how 
transportation connects communities, toured the historic Pullman neighborhood to 
understand how planning and labor history collide, and met with engineers at the 
Metropolitan Water Reclamation District to learn how wastewater (and way too much 
rain) shape city life. My favorite part was reviewing stormwater models and realizing 
how one small design change could prevent flooding across an entire block. We also 
visited the Lincoln Park Zoo to talk with urban wildlife experts about how animals adapt 
to city living. 

For my final project, I focused on how small-scale technology and community 
collaboration can help revitalize Chicago neighborhoods that have been left behind by 
traditional reinvestment. My project, “AI and Community Partnerships,” explored how 
accessible AI tools could help local organizations make smarter decisions about 
housing and affordability. The goal was to give community leaders better insight through 
thoughtful and relatively easy-to-use AI research tools that could make their jobs more 
data driven. 

That project became an early precursor to my own independent work, Chicago Rising 
and AI for Main Street, which both explore how technology and collaboration can make 
cities stronger. FLIP showed me that every city has its flaws, but you don’t need a fancy 
title or a city badge to make a difference just curiosity, a little optimism, and a love for 
the place you call home. For me, that place is Chicago. 

 

Excerpt from Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning - Future Leaders in Planning 
(FLIP) Program  

In July 2024, Leo Fiascone was selected for the Future Leaders in Planning (FLIP) 
program – (Sema Abulahab) a selective civic leadership initiative hosted by the Chicago 
Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP), the regional body guiding northeastern 
Illinois’s long-term growth. 
 
FLIP immerses students in real-world urban planning challenges through site visits, 
fieldwork, and collaboration with CMAP experts on topics such as transportation, 
housing, economic development, sustainability, and the growing role of AI in civic 
planning. 

http://www.risingchicago.com
https://35p.538.myftpupload.com/#AIForMainSt


Leo stood out for his insight, curiosity, and ability to connect data, design, and human 
impact. His final project and engagement throughout the program reflected the mindset 
of a civic innovator — someone ready to use technology, policy, and collaboration to 
make communities stronger. CMAP staff recognized Leo as an outstanding participant 
and a future leader in shaping more equitable, resilient cities. 

 

From: Lawrence Landfair <llandfair@cmap.illinois.gov>​
Date: June 11, 2024 at 4:04:17 PM CDT​
Cc: Sema Abulhab <sabulhab@cmap.illinois.gov>​
Subject: Congratulations! You're Accepted into the 2024 FLIP Program 

﻿ 

Hello,  

  

Thank you so much for your application to this year’s Future Leaders in Planning (FLIP) 
program! We’ve enjoyed learning more about you and what you are looking forward to learning 
about during FLIP week.   

We are thrilled to inform you that your application has been accepted, and we would like to 
invite you to be part of this year’s cohort. To confirm or regretfully decline participation in this 
year’s program, please fill out this form by 5 p.m. on Friday, June 21: 
https://forms.office.com/g/9kd0XQLZTr.   

Please feel free to reach out to FLIP co-directors Sema Abulhab (sabulhab@cmap.illinois.gov) 
and Lawrence Landfair (llandfair@cmap.illinois.gov) if you have any questions.   

We hope you are as excited for this year’s program as we are – more to come!  

Please note that this email has been sent to both students and parents. Please ensure only one 
form is filled out per student to avoid any confusion.   

Thank you,  

  

The FLIP Team  

 

Lawrence Landfair (he/they) |Engagement Specialist  

Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP) 

433 West Van Buren Street, Suite 450 | Chicago, IL 60607  

t: (708) 340-9091 | e: llandfair@cmap.illinois.gov | w: cmap.illinois.gov  
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