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organizations seeking to improve the quality of life in their communities. 
Collectively, these organizations have helped protect more than 200,000 acres of 
open space in Illinois. 
 
PSCC provides continuing education and training for conservation land trusts and 
advocates for strong statewide policies that benefit land conservation.  
 
Find out more at prairiestateconservation.org.  
 
Our Mission: Empower the conservation land trust community to fulfill the promise 
that our wild places and open spaces will be preserved for generations to come. 
 

2019 Board of Directors 
 
President     Vice President 
Mary Vandevord    Jim Herkert 
HeartLands Conservancy   Illinois Audubon Society 
 
Secretary     Treasurer 
Christie Trifone-Simon   Dan Lobbes 
Jo Daviess Conservation Foundation  The Conservation Foundation 
 
Lisa Woolford     Joann Fricke 
Integrated Lakes Management  Clifftop Alliance 
 
Dave Easter     John Sentell  
Grand Prairie Friends   Lake Forest Open Lands Association 
 
Deanna Glosser    George Covington 
Land Conservation Foundation  Law Office of George Covington 
 
Kerry Leigh     Aimee Collins 
Natural Land Institute   Independent Consultant 
 
Dave King     Tharran Hobson 
Prairie Land Conservancy   The Nature Conservancy 
 
 
 

http://www.prairiestateconservation.org/pscc/iview/
mailto:davidmholman@gmail.com
http://prairiestateconservation.org/


2019 Year in Review 
 

2 
 

 

2019 – Year in Review 

The days are beginning to lengthen ever so slightly, holiday decorations are being safely stored 

away and plans for the coming year are being dusted off. But before we all consign 2019 to 

history, I invite my readers to join me for a final look at the eventful twelve months just past. 

This report is once again being supported by the Prairie State Conservation Coalition, with 

whom I’m truly fortunate to be able to collaborate. Not familiar with PSCC’s work? Scroll up a 

page and check them out; the Coalition and its members are responsible for a whole lot of the 

projects described in this annual chronicle. Once you’re up to speed, enjoy a few pretty pictures 

below that I thought might liven things up as we get going and as an added benefit offer some 

state-level context for the dozens of projects, initiatives, and policies discussed in the august 

pages to come. 

Welcome back to my old readers and a special welcome to the new, for 2019 in Review! This 

year, we’re taking a look at: 

 Private Sector Land Conservation 
 Public Sector Land Conservation 
 Natural Areas Restoration and Management 
 Policy & Advocacy 
 Top 3 Most Awesome Projects 
 Rights-of-way 
 2018 Revisited 
 Changes at the Top 

 

 

  

Bison at TNC’s Nachusa Grasslands (Charles Larry) McCormick Ravine (Lake Forest Open Lands Assoc.) 
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2019 Land Protection Projects 
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Private Sector Land Conservation 

Illinois’ conservation land trusts have long been at the forefront of land protection throughout 
the state, successfully protecting and 
restoring sites ranging from isolated 
pockets of greenery in urban jungles to 
vast tracts of thousands of acres. Over 
the past year, the private sector has 
retaken its position at the forefront of 
land conservation in the state, 
protecting 3,221.4 acres, exceeding the 
area protected by the public sector as 
has been the case every year bar one in 
the half decade that I’ve been tracking 
such things (and setting a new record 
for fee-owned land protected). As a 
reminder, if a project transferred an 
existing property or easement from one 
land protection organization to 
another, or granted an easement over 
land that was already permanently protected in some way, it isn’t included in the acreage total 
for the year (don’t want to double count things!), but it is certainly described in detail below. 

I’ve been tracking and writing about the work of Illinois’ land trusts for the past five years, and 
in that time the Jo Daviess Conservation Foundation has consistently been among the most 
innovative in the field. That innovation once again paid dividends last year, as JDCF protected 
936 acres, a success made all the more impressive by the metronomic regularity with which 
they create new preserves, easements, and successful programs. Innovation is a concept that 
Openlands is also quite familiar with. In 2019, the organization completed seven protection 
projects, protecting 577.1 acres. Both groups are fortunate to have strong external support, and 
they don’t take that for granted. They use their access to resources, staff, and capital to 
consistently do good work. They join well over a dozen land trusts that permanently preserved 
prairies, wetlands, and forests across the state; from amidst the concrete towers of Chicago in 
the north to the vast openness of the Shawnee National Forest in the south.* 
* Projects for each organization are described sequentially by their completion date. 
 

  
Boloria Meadows – The Land Conservancy of McHenry County (Doug Frey) 
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 Citizens for Conservation 

 
5.0 wooded acres south of U.S. Route 14 bordering the Village of Barrington Hills in 
southwestern Lake County. Dense woody vegetation anchor 
soils on steep hillsides, part of a larger ~55-acre woodland 
complex. The new preserve lies between three other CFC 
sites; Grigsby Prairie to the southwest, Flint Creek Savanna 
to the northwest, and the Craftsbury Preserve to the 
northeast. The property, donated by supporters of the 
organization, furthers the principle objective of the 
Barrington Greenway Initiative; creating a linked greenway 
from southwestern Lake County to northwestern Cook 
County of prairies, woodlands, and wetlands that is 
ecologically vibrant and a recreational benefit to the many 
communities through which it passes. 
 
 
30.59 acres in a project strongly supported by the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation as an addition to the 21.9-acre Craftsbury 
Preserve, from which it is separated by a single two-lane 
road. Located just over half a mile to the northeast of the 5-
acre parcel described above, also in southwestern Lake 
County, the property contains a mix of low-lying wetlands 
and wooded hilly uplands. Hydrologically connected to the 
original portion of the preserve, Citizens’ plans to remove 
the cattails and buckthorn that currently blanket much of the 
site in order to restore the wetland and savanna community 
present prior to European settlement. Citizens for 
Conservation now owns and manages over 400 acres in the 
Barrington area; a collection of preserves assembled over 
nearly 40 years that continues to grow. 
 
 

 Friends of the Kankakee 
 
A 0.62-acre wooded lot along the Illinois/Indiana border acquired with the support of 
the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation as part of a multi-decade initiative 
to establish and expand the Kankakee National Wildlife and 
Fish Refuge. Over the course of 2019, the area protected by 
Friends grew by…0.34 acres? Yep; a small disconnected lot 
acquired in 2017 from the local County government was sold 
that year at auction by mistake, so Friends graciously agreed 
to return the parcel. So, to anyone keeping track of the 
acreage totals I list in this report each year, no, I did not lose 
track of 1/3 of an acre! 
 
As far as I’m concerned, the wooded parcel added to the 
preserve this year more than makes up for that loss. Friends 
has now preserved 314.94 acres – including a bit over 66 

https://citizensforconservation.org/conservation/barrington-greenway-initiative-bgi/
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acres that the organization deeded to the USFWS in 2016; a gift that created the Refuge 
– tying together the Illinois DNR’s Iroquois County State Fish and Wildlife Area with 
vast wetlands, prairies, and savannas in Indiana owned by the Indiana Department of 
Natural Resources and The Nature Conservancy. And they’ve done this almost entirely, 
as I will never cease to note in wonder, by purchasing individual lots often no more than 
a quarter acre in size. One by one, and year after year. That requires a mix of vision, 
dedication, and coordination that few could match…I know I certainly couldn’t. 
 
 

 HeartLands Conservancy 
 
0.6 acres at the southern tip of Randolph County, adjacent to 
the 7,631.9-acre Middle Mississippi River National Wildlife 
Refuge, created in response to major flooding in 1993 that 
inundated much of the land on which the Refuge now lies. 
These two small, mostly wooded parcels are located along a 
rail line on the eastern side of the Refuge. HeartLands 
acquired them from the County government, to which they 
had passed due to non-payment of property taxes. Both 
parcels were previously owned by a national nonprofit land 
trust that has gone out of business. Thanks to HeartLands, 
the formerly orphaned parcels are now once more being 
cared for, and will eventually be integrated into the 
neighboring National Wildlife Refuge. 
 
 
144.7 acres in two adjacent conservation easements granted by the same landowner 
along the border of Franklin and Perry Counties, the boundary of which is the Little 
Muddy River. Mostly in agricultural production though 
wooded along the river, the land was acquired by a 
mitigation firm that will construct a wetland mitigation bank 
on the property. Working under the supervision of the St. 
Louis District of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the 
property will be restored to a mix of wetlands and upland. 
 
Though I do my best to avoid it, sometimes I name drop a 
concept or program that’s second nature to me, but that 
Normal People are unfamiliar with. Such could easily be the 
case with mitigation banking, which demands an 
explanation. Because wetlands purify water, soak up water to 
prevent it flowing into your kitchen during heavy rainfall, send water back into the 
ground to refill aquifers, and in general do a lot of Good Watery Things, their 
destruction is generally not looked upon with favor or good humor. As such, when 
wetlands are unavoidably destroyed during development of infrastructure or housing, 
the developers must often replace what was lost. Purchasing ‘credits’ from a wetland 
mitigation bank is one way in which they can do so. A mitigation project can restore or 
enhance existing wetlands or create new ones. Doing so generates a certain amount of 
credits, as determined by the U.S. Army Corps, that can be sold to those who need to 
offset the loss of wetlands due to development. It’s like carbon credits. But for wetlands. 
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160.3 acres in a conservation easement in central St. Clair County, northeast of the City 
of Belleville and west of Scott Air Force Base. Mostly in agricultural production in a 
corn/soybean rotation with some pasture, the property also 
contains woodland in the north and southwest (both parts of 
larger complexes that interweave between residential 
developments), alongside several residences and small ponds. 
The easement is a short distance from the 144.8-acre 
County-owned Englemann Park. Acquired by HeartLands 
Conservancy last decade, the Conservancy deeded the land to 
the County which opened the site as a public park in 2015. 
This mix of restored prairie and old growth forest offers 
residents a natural respite with trails and facilities. Taken 
together, the two properties ensure open vistas for local 
residents and visitors alike. 
 
 
20 acres as an addition to the ~135-acre Kathleen Scanlan Conservation Area, in 
northwestern Washington County along the Kaskaskia River. Does this sound at all 
familiar? It should, because I discussed the Conservation 
Area last year in this very space. HeartLands wasn’t content 
to rest on its proverbial laurels after acquiring the property, 
and immediately set about working to expand this 
biologically prolific preserve which itself lies near not one, 
not two, but three registered Land & Water Reserves. As 
with the rest of the site, the addition, acquired with the 
support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation, is completely covered by a bottomland forest 
which, as I wrote last year, is a type of forest common along 
the Gulf Coast that “are located in floodplains that are 
inundated on a fairly regular basis… This facilitates the 
growth of forests with a very different look and feel to those found further north”. 

 

  
Middle Mississippi NWR (HeartLands Conservancy) 
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 Illinois Audubon Society 

 
Two dedicated Illinois Nature Preserves; Hopewell Hill Prairies and Fern Ridge, both 
in the Village of Hopewell in southern Marshall County were donated to the Society by 
generous landowners who have been assembling, restoring, 
and protecting the preserves for over two decades. Their 
work and dedication are surpassed by no one, and I for one 
am deeply appreciative. 
 
Hopewell Hill Prairies comprises 15.1 acres scattered 
between housing lots. The highlight of the preserve are steep 
high quality hillside prairie remnants which are 
complemented by adjacent wooded ravines. The resulting 
hill prairie-forest ecological community has been steadily 
restored by setting prescribed fires and removing non-native 
species that had encroached onto the prairies. 
 
Fern Ridge, the northernmost site on the map to the right, is a 3.25-acre forest 
property. The land has a rich assortment of ground flora, suggesting it’s been 
undisturbed for some time. Its most exciting aspects are diverse fern communities living 
on the sides of the ridges running through the property. 
 
 
40.325 heavily wooded acres in central Pope County as an addition to the 487.8-acre 
War Bluff Valley Sanctuary. Acquired with the strong 
support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation, the property, which is adjacent to a small ~59-
acre unit of the Shawnee National Forest to the southwest, 
is covered by portions of a larger high-quality forest with 
minimal brush that was subject to a timber stand 
improvement effort over the past year, providing ideal 
habitat for forest interior birds. And for those who know the 
history of War Bluff Valley, that represents the continuation 
of a legacy that few of my readers can likely ever match, and 
none can surpass; the legacy of Drs. Richard and Jean 
Graber. 
 
For half a century, the Grabers researched, advocated, and cared for Illinois’ hundreds 
of avian species. As related by the IAS, it was the Grabers who documented the 
distribution, nesting, feeding habits, migratory patterns and population numbers of over 
a dozen bird families, from swallows to vireos – one of Mrs. Graber’s specialties – from 
shrikes to kinglets. Mr. Graber and a colleague created the first radio transmitter used 
to track birds during their migration (no GPS in those days; they followed their targets 
in a small plane with antennae sprouting from the fuselage to pick up the signals). The 
Grabers worked across the western hemisphere before settling in Illinois in the mid-
1950s, both eventually joining the Illinois Natural History Survey. 
 
In 1983, the Grabers retired to a farm they had purchased decades earlier; War Bluff 
Valley. Expanded to its current size in 1996, the doctors took multiple steps to ensure 

https://illinoisaudubon.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/War-Bluff-Valley-Sanctuary-Trail-Map.pdf
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the property (which also borders a large unit of the Shawnee National Forest to its 
north) would forever be a community and educational resource that provided sanctuary 
to the birds they had spent their lives studying and protecting. They chose the Illinois 
Audubon Society to inherit the property, and also placed a series of conservation 
easements over the land, held by the Natural Land Institute. Through this addition, the 
Society honors their work and their legacy. It is an honor richly deserved. 

   

 Jo Daviess Conservation Foundation 

 
A huge 479.5-acre (487.993 gross acres) conservation easement in eastern Jo Daviess 
County, southwest of the Village of Stockton. Containing a diverse mix of grasslands 
and significant areas of woodland alongside savanna, pasture 
and farmland interspersed by a farmstead and several 
homesites (existing and planned), the easement is the single 
largest private sector land protection project of 2019. 
 
To those of my readers experiencing an unexpected sense of 
déjà vu, congratulations; you’ve got an excellent memory. In 
2017’s report I discussed a 406.3-acre fee donation to the 
JDCF in almost identical terms. The two properties are 
adjacent to one another and were/are owned by the same 
landowner; a longtime supporter and benefactor of the 
Foundation who had previously donated a conservation 
easement over the land that was gifted to the organization that year. Over the past 
thirteen years, this extraordinary individual has gifted the Foundation three easements 
and fee title to two properties; a partnership that I believe is emblematic of the 
Foundation’s multifaceted support from across the communities of Jo Daviess County. 
 
 
115.61 heavily wooded acres in a conservation easement along the south bank of the 
Sinsinawa River shortly before it empties into the Mississippi, west of the City of 
Galena. Several small fields and prairies punctuate mature 
dry-mesic upland forest that covers rolling hills. The 
property is adjacent to two existing JDCF-held easements 
totaling 222.8 acres as well as the 29,000+ acre Upper 
Mississippi River National Wildlife and Fish Refuge (and 
that’s just the Illinois portion. The refuge as a whole takes in 
well over 200,000 acres). All that would be enough to make 
this one noteworthy, but that’s quite literally not half of what 
the land has to offer. Within the forest, which is home to two 
endangered & threatened species are nestled five remnant hill 
prairies, which are like normal remnant prairies only even 
rarer. The IDNR recognizes less than 550 acres of hill 
prairie across the entirety of the state (not “high-quality hill 
prairies” or “remnant hill prairies”. Hill prairies. Period.). And that’s not all either. The 
forest shelters nine Native American mounds; awe-inspiring cultural markers whose 
protection has long been a major aspect of the Foundation’s mission. This integrated 
mix of environmental and cultural preservation is a unique focus and skill of the Jo 
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Daviess Conservation Foundation; one that again emphasizes the multidimensional 
approach that has made the organization so successful. 

 

332.4 diverse acres along the Apple River in central Jo Daviess County, connecting two 
units of the appropriately named Apple River Canyon State Park. This 1,696.5-acre 
State Park doesn’t exist in a vacuum either. A little over a mile to the northeast is found 
a 150.2 acre preserve owned by the Natural Land Institute, 
and discussed in last year’s edition of this report. A hop, skip, 
and jump across the Apple River from there brings one to a 
120-acre registered Land & Water Reserve owned by the 
Boy Scouts of America, similarly adjacent to the State Park. 
That L&WR extends both south and north, and is 
complemented by a dedicated Illinois Nature Preserve; both 
are adjacent to the new property along its northeast. 
 
The western portion of the site contains over 130 acres of 
forest, over 30 acres of savanna, prairie, grassland, and 
around 50 acres in agricultural production that the 
Foundation will restore this coming year to sedge meadow and grassland. Another 85 
acres of agricultural land are to be found on the eastern portion of the site, interspersed 
with 18 acres of forest and two homesites, one of which will be demolished on account of 
it floods. A lot. The entire property will eventually be sold to the Illinois DNR for 
integration into the State Park. 
 
Looking at the map of the property, you may well be asking why I split a very compact, 
unified site into two units. I did so for a simple reason; because to do otherwise would 
preclude me from discussing the complex and innovative funding plan that made the 
project possible. The western portion of the site (which will be registered as an Illinois 
Land & Water Reserve) was acquired with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy 
Community Foundation and the Grand Victoria Foundation. JDCF took out a low 
interest loan from The Conservation Fund to purchase the eastern portion. The 
agricultural land in the eastern portion of the property will remain in production, with 
the income generated being used to retire the loan. This income stream will be 
complemented by separately leasing out the remaining house. Coupled with the income 
derived from the ultimate sale of the entire property to the DNR, the loan will be 
retired, and Apple River Canyon State Park will be larger and more cohesive with the 
addition of a high quality, restored natural area. 
 

      
Hopewell Hill Prairies (IAS) Apple River Property (JDCF) 
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 Middle Rock Conservation Partners 

 
90.74 acres in far northern Lee County, east/northeast of the City of Dixon less than a 
quarter mile south of the Rock River. Just a few miles southwest of the Nachusa 
Grasslands, the property was acquired with the invaluable 
support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation. The new preserve has been known since the 
1980s, when several of MRCP’s Board members became 
acquainted with the site through the IDNR and IDOT; 
IDOT actually purchased a small portion of the property due 
to the presence of kittentail and fameflower. 
 
An agricultural field in the southwest and an adjacent small 
wetland offer a visual change from the dense woodland that 
covers the majority of the site. Historically a lightly-wooded 
oak savanna, much of the woodland today is home to 
buckthorn and honeysuckle which the MRCP have already 
begun to remove, following an inventory and survey last year to create a baseline 
species list. Inquisitive readers may be asking themselves who is this organization 
they’ve never heard of that so successfully conceived, executed, and brought to fruition 
such a notable project. I promise we’ll get to that legitimately fantastic story soon, so 
read on! 

 
 

 Natural Lands Institute 

 
10.845 acres of floodplain forest nestled in a curve along the Pecatonica River as an 
addition to the 131-acre Conklin Preserve in Winnebago County. Since as many readers 
of this report know my floral identification skills often 
extend no further than “that’s a tree… That one’s a shrub… 
That’s garlic mustard; kill it! Kill it!”, I’m indebted to NLI for 
noting that the canopy of the newly protected forest includes 
green ash, basswood, black maple, red oak, and Sycamore, 
while the herbaceous layer contains Virginia bluebells, 
woodland knotweed, blue phlox, blue lettuce, and wild 
ginger. 
 
Along with the fee-owned land, the property also borders a 
152.9-acre conservation easement that connects the two 
units of the Preserve and extends the protected area south to 
a bit shy of Freeport Road. As I wrote two years ago when describing a prior addition 
to the site, “Taken together, the fee and easement area encompasses nearly 300 acres 
along the river, incorporating fields, forests, an oxbow lake and wetlands. Completely 
undeveloped, the combined preserve’s size, location, and isolation provide considerable 
high-quality habitat.” And now that fine preserve has been further expanded and 
buffered, increasing its value still further. 
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 Openlands 
 
In one of the more interesting projects of the year, Openlands acquired 188.2 acres that 
will eventually be incorporated into the Hackmatack National Wildlife Refuge along the 
Illinois/Wisconsin border. Containing an eclectic mix of 
wetlands, agriculture, open fields, and a portion of 
Nippersink Creek, McHenry County’s premier waterway, the 
site is as diverse as it is expansive. Located at the southern 
end of the Village of Richmond in northern McHenry 
County, the new property is adjacent and will eventually be 
added to the McHenry County Conservation District’s 
(MCCD) 3,395.7-acre Glacial Lake Conservation Area; one of 
the anchors of the Wildlife Refuge. The Refuge itself does 
not technically include lands protected prior to its creation as 
part of the Refuge; rather the long-term goal of Hackmatack 
NWR is to connect and expand existing conservation lands 
in the larger refuge area. 
 
The new property is a little over half a mile southwest of a large farm that Openlands 
and The Land Conservancy of McHenry County jointly preserved via a conservation 
easement and that was discussed in last year’s edition of this report, as well as south of a 
10.82 acre Openlands-owned property discussed in the 2016 edition of this annual 
compendium. All three projects are components of a larger effort to protect lands along 
one of the Refuge’s designated Core areas (though the farm from last year is outside of 
the Hackmatack project area). Taken together, they both demonstrate and create the 
real potential to connect Glacial Park in the south with the MCCD’s North Branch 
Preserve to the north. 
 
Ah, but that’s where the similarities end, for the newly preserved property was the first 
acquired by Openlands through the support of a novel grant from the always innovative 
and clearly exceptional Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation. Under the 
terms of the grant (which also funded the support of several additional properties this 
year, discussed below), Openlands will acquire lands within and directly adjoining the 
refuge’s acquisition boundary that have been designated as a priority by the 
Hackmatack Conservation Partnership; a group of public and private conservation 
organizations that are working to make the Refuge a reality. 
 
Openlands will then gift or sell any properties acquired under the grant to another 
partner for long-term ownership and management; sometimes that might be the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, other times it might be the McHenry County Conservation 
District or another local nonprofit partner. Some properties will require restoration 
before being transferred while for others it’ll be a quick turnaround. When the FWS or 
other partner purchases one of these properties from Openlands (the first such turnover 
being discussed in last year’s report, in the western reaches of the Refuge), the 
organization will recycle any funds received into new acquisitions. Rinse and repeat. 
Pretty neat, right? So yeah, however you look at it, this is one of the more intriguing 
projects completed in 2019. In part because it was a harbinger of greater things still to 
come, as we’ll see many times in this year’s report. 
 



2019 Year in Review 
 

13 
 

39 acres in northern McHenry County that will also be incorporated into the 
developing Hackmatack National Wildlife Refuge (as an aside, when I write in this 
section that a property will be incorporated into the Refuge, that means it will 
ultimately be acquired by the USFWS or by the McHenry 
County Conservation District). While the property described 
above lay on the eastern side of the donut-shaped Refuge, 
this heavily wooded, oak-dominated site lies on the west. 
The land, purchased with the support of the Illinois Clean 
Energy Community Foundation, lies a quarter mile north 
of a 27 acre property discussed in last year’s report that 
Openlands acquired in 2016 and subsequently deeded to the 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service in 2018; the first 
USFWS fee-owned parcel in Illinois that is part of the 
Refuge. 
 
If all this is sounding vaguely familiar, it should. I’ve written 
about this developing corridor every single bloody year for the last five years. 
Beginning with a conservation easement donated to The Land Conservancy of 
McHenry County, a corridor is methodically being assembled that, if completed, will 
link two existing Preserves owned by the McHenry County Conservation District. The 
land sold to the FWS last year borders an additional Openlands-owned property which 
in turn abuts the TLC easement; an 86.8-acre corridor protected by three diverse and 
exceptional organizations. This new property continues and expands that effort; an 
effort that I’ve little doubt I’ll be writing about for the next five years as well! 
 
 
Enjoy that last item? Good, because we’re nowhere close to being done. Join me if you 
will back on the east side of the Hackmatack National Wildlife Refuge. Purchased with 
the support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation and the Hamill 
Family Foundation, the 131.939 acre property lies a quarter 
mile south of the McHenry County Conservation District’s 
North Branch Preserve, a mile north of the 188.2 acre site 
discussed in the beginning of this section, and directly west 
of the aforementioned Openlands/TLC farm protected in 
2018 and the 10.82 acre property protected in 2016. 
 
The site’s most prominent feature is unquestionably a ~19-
acre remnant oak savanna at its southern end. A short 
distance to the north, Tamarack Creek, a tributary of the 
County’s aforementioned premier waterway Nippersink 
Creek flows through the property in its original meanders. 
To top things off, records from 1872 during the Grant administration (ever read Grant 
by Ron Chernow? I just finished it; great bio of the nation’s 18th president) indicate that 
there are two natural springs on the property. All that said, the majority of the site is in 
agricultural production. It will remain in production for the time being, with the long-
term objective of restoring the property as grassland bird habitat. 
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Prepare for some whiplash, as we once more journey to the west side of the Hackmatack 
National Wildlife Refuge where, with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy 
Community Foundation, Openlands acquired 24.582 acres 
of remnant oak forest (as identified by The Morton 
Arboretum). The property is adjacent to and ecologically a 
part of the McHenry County Conservation District’s 612.9-
acre Winding Creek Conservation Area, to which it will 
eventually be added. Both sites were historically part of a 
1,000 acre nearly continuous oak woodland known as 
Bailey’s Grove. The former landowner has long sought to 
preserve the oak forest, making its protection all the more 
meaningful. 
 
The MCCD has been actively restoring the oak grove 
remnants (turning the oak forest back into an oak woodland) on its property, and the new 
property will be similarly managed, clearing invasive flora to both improve the health of 
the existing – and often quite large – oak trees and also opening up the forest floor to 
facilitate the germination and growth of new generations of the giants. To top 
everything off, an upstream portion of Nippersink Creek flows through the northeastern 
corner of the site in twists and turns, making the property yet another link in a County-
wide necklace of preserves that not only protect but enhance this vibrant waterway. 
 
 
19.37 acres of forest, grassland, and an agricultural field along Bull’s Brook were 
generously donated in central Lake County. The property 
lies within the Liberty Prairie Reserve, a ~5,800 acre mix of 
natural lands, residential developments, and commercial 
space of which 3,420 acres are protected by over a half dozen 
public and private conservation agencies and organizations 
(it’s also the site of the single greatest geographic 
concentration of Illinois Nature Preserves in the state; and 
with that little tidbit you can now win when the question 
comes up in the most boring game ever of Trivial Pursuit). 
The property borders Openlands’ 22.25-acre Aaron’s Prairie 
to the south, and a 39-acre Illinois Nature Preserve to the 
north. Much of the site’s northern border runs along the 
aforementioned Bull’s Brook; one of the highest quality tributaries in Lake County 
which feeds into the Des Plaines River. 
 

 
Bull’s Brook (David Holman) 

http://libertyprairie.org/places/liberty-prairie-reserve/
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You get one guess as to where we’re headed next, and if you guess wrong it’s because 
you scrolled or flipped randomly to this page without reading anything that came 
before. In that case, stop it! I know the report can get a bit dense after a while, so let’s 
compromise; go back to the start, and skim until you get 
back here. OK, for the rest of you, welcome back to McHenry 
County, for the fifth property Openlands acquired this year 
with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation for eventual integration into the Hackmatack 
National Wildlife Refuge (be it ultimately held by the 
USFWS or the McHenry County Conservation District). 
The 144.8-acre property, which lies within one of the 
Refuge’s designated Core areas, marks the Refuge’s 
westernmost acquisition boundary. 
 
Currently in agricultural production with a farmstead located 
on its northern edge, the land is adjacent to the McHenry County Conservation 
District’s 963 acre Alden Sedge Meadow Conservation Area (which is itself adjacent or 
in close proximity to another 970+ acres of District property), and will be restored to 
become an extension of the sedge meadow/wetland community to its south, expanding 
habitat for almost a dozen state and federal endangered species that visit or call the 
property home. 
 
 
29.25 acres in northern McHenry County southwest of the Village of Hebron on the 
western side of, wait for it, wait for it….the Hackmatack 
National Wildlife Refuge. Acquired with the support of the 
Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation, the land is 
adjacent to the newly protected property described at the 
beginning of the previous page. It’s thus also adjacent and 
will eventually be added to the McHenry County 
Conservation District’s 612.9-acre Winding Creek 
Conservation Area. Unlike its neighbor though, the property 
has only a thin band of trees, which separate two agricultural 
fields growing corn and soybeans. The generally flat land 
slopes down towards the east, meeting the Conservation 
Area’s eponymous creek ~1,000’ to the east. And with that, 
we finally finish the Openlands portion of our journey through the future Hackmatack 
National Wildlife Refuge for the year. 
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 ParkLands Foundation 
 
34.3 acres in far southern Woodford County, about fifteen miles northwest of 
Bloomington-Normal. Acquired with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy 
Community Foundation, the property lies on Panther 
Creek, a tributary of the Mackinaw River, along which 
ParkLands has spent decades steadily building a series of 
preserves. Why you ask? Because the Mackinaw and its 
tributaries, including Panther Creek, have an aquatic 
biodiversity that few other waterways in the state equal; both 
have been designated Illinois Natural Area Inventory sites. 
 
Ah, but we’re not finished yet. The new preserve is adjacent 
to ParkLands’ 150.4 acre Kenyon Preserve, and the two sites 
are in turn less than half a mile downstream from a 69.5 acre 
ParkLands preserve discussed in the 2017 edition of this 
report, which is less than 0.3 miles downstream from a 17.8 acre ParkLands preserve, 
which is a quarter mile downstream from…you get the idea. Both the new preserve and 
the adjacent Kenyon site will be restored to forest to increase its desirability to 
woodland-sensitive birds, bats, reptiles and amphibians. At the same time, an existing 
trail system will be expanded north into the new area, enhancing recreational 
opportunities for residents and visitors alike. 
 

 
 Prairie Land Conservancy 

 
184.3 acres in central McDonough County northwest of the City of Macomb and 
Western Illinois University acquired with the support of The Conservation Fund, and 
a portion of which was donated by two of the eight owners of 
the property. This one is pretty exciting, if I do say so 
myself. Nearly the entire property is a dense oak-hickory 
woodland that provides habitat for both the Indiana bat and 
migratory birds; a ~2-acre house and yard in the northeast 
rounds out the property and is a life estate, enabling the 
grantors to continue living on the new preserve for as long 
as they wish. 
 
Wigwam Hollow Creek bisects the site down the middle. 
Geologically significant and mined for sand back in the day, 
students from the local University use the creek for study. 
Historically grazed through the 1940s or ‘50s, the site may also contain archeological 
sites; something PLC will be investigating. Finally, I’d be remiss if I failed to note that 
the property abuts two existing PLC protected properties; the 15.7-acre Wigwam 
Hollow preserve on its southeast and the 172.1-acre Donald and Ruth Dexter Wildlife 
Preserve conservation easement to the north, creating a single, 372.1-acre integrated 
woodland and riverine system. 
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Prairie Land Conservancy finished up the year in a big way, preserving 165.5 acres in a 
conservation easement in western Hancock County, around 
two miles from the Mississippi River and southwest of the 
City of Hamilton. Adjacent to the 846 acre Cedar Glen State 
Natural Area (part of a larger complex of publicly and 
privately protected lands totaling 1,315 acres), the property 
and adjoining protected lands all lie within the Cedar Glen 
Kibbe Illinois Natural Areas Inventory site, which is home to 
not one, not two, but three sites that are part of the Illinois 
Nature Preserves system. The property is also home to a 
number of visually stunning limestone cliffs, alongside a 
stream which runs north before emptying into the 
Mississippi River. Largely wooded around the perimeter, 
much of the interior was retired from agricultural production in the mid-2000s and is 
being restored to that same woodland system. 
 
 

 The Conservation Foundation 
 
17 acres in a conservation easement in the Village of Wayne in eastern Kane County. 
The property is bracketed by two wetland parcels owned by the Village (not shown on 
the accompanying map simply because, to my knowledge, 
they’re not dedicated park land), while its southern border is 
coterminous with Norton Creek, a tributary of the Fox River. 
The property is an open field, and its preservation maintains 
the ability for the local equestrian community to access area 
trails; a riding club owns the land immediately to the east. 
This donated easement isn’t the first time TCF and the 
landowner have partnered for the benefit of the local 
community. As discussed in the 2015 edition of this report, 
this same generous individual donated a 41-acre easement, 
also in the Village of Wayne (and that was later donated to 
the Village) a short distance to the east, on the other side of 
the riding club, where it connects to the Forest Preserve District of DuPage County’s 
Dunham Preserve. 
 
 
132.62 acres in western Kendall County south of the Village of Millbrook as a future 
addition to the 46.5-acre Hollenback Sugarbrush Preserve 
(everything lying east of the newly acquired land) to nearly 
triple the size of the preserve. The property had previously 
been protected by a conservation easement which is also held 
by The Conservation Foundation. The landowner donated 
both the easement and, this year, the property itself in an 
consummate act of generosity. On top of that, the same 
landowner had donated an even earlier easement over 40 acres 
immediately north of the property. The newly acquired site 
contains scattered forest alongside a drainage swale. These 
complement agricultural fields that cover most of the land. 
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In preparation for the property’s eventual deeding to the Kendall County Forest 
Preserve District, likely within a year or two, TCF and the landowner this year 
amended and restated the easement. The changes permit the landowner to add a small 
roadway, parking, and other features to provide access to the larger Forest Preserve, 
which is currently inaccessible. So not only will this property expand the preserve, it 
will also enable the public to experience and enjoy it for the first time. 
 
 
The Conservation Foundation finished the year in a big way, with the purchase of a 
108.97-acre conservation easement along the Fox River, acquired with the support of 
the Hamill Family Foundation and the Grand Victoria Foundation. The easement is 
located in northeastern LaSalle County across the River from 
the Illinois DNR’s 31.4-acre Lower Fox River-Blake’s 
Landing site (a dedicated Illinois Nature Preserve that TCF 
also helped preserve). TCF has made the Lower Fox River a 
major focus of its work for much of the just concluded 
decade, but this project goes even further back; all the way to 
1998. The Foundation worked with the landowner over the 
following two decades, culminating in the preservation of 
some of the most ecologically valuable land along the 
waterway. Grassland and forest along the river transition to 
agricultural fields in the interior that the Foundation will 
help restore to native grassland should the landowners ever 
decide to make such a transition. It’s a beautiful property in an equally beautiful locale, 
but here’s the kicker. This is but the first of a two-part project, with the already 
substantial protected area set to expand in 2020…so join me next year as we revisit the 
Lower Fox! 
 

 
 
 

  

TCF Fox River easement property (Joel Sheesley – Art of the Fox) 

https://www.theconservationfoundation.org/about-us/dayton-bluffs/
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 The Conservation Fund 
 
282.7 acres in western Union County west of the City of Jonesboro, as a future addition 
to the Illinois Department of Natural Resource’s 6,061-acre Union County State Fish 
and Wildlife Area immediately to the southwest. Known as 
the Dug Hill site, the property is also adjacent to elements of 
the U.S. Forest Service’s massive 285,000+-acre Shawnee 
National Forest. Acquired with the support of the Illinois 
Clean Energy Community Foundation and mitigation 
funds from take permits issued by the USFWS and IDNR for 
the potential take of listed species, the majority of the 
property is heavily wooded, marked by a small agricultural 
field in the northeast and more extensive fields in the west. 
The forest land is quite steep, rising and falling several 
hundred feet over less than half a mile. This, as you might 
imagine, makes for a topographically gorgeous landscape. 
 
TCF is restoring the agricultural land in partnership with HeartLands Conservancy, 
which should surprise no one given the Conservancy’s unmatched experience and 
expertise, along with the similarly proficient Ducks Unlimited and NRCS. So far so 
normal, right? I mean, I’ve written about at least two dozen restoration projects in this 
year’s report alone. Not so fast, as both TCF’s purchase of the property and the 
involvement of so many partners should suggest. Both the protection of the existing 
woodlands and the restoration of the adjacent cropland benefits multiple extant fauna, 
including the state-listed timber rattlesnake and alligator snapping turtle, as well as two 
federally-listed bats. 
 
Oh, but we’re not done with the property’s importance just yet boys and girls, for the 
ecological value is matched by the cultural. Anyone who’s read this report for a few 
years might’ve just possibly, maybe picked up on the fact that I’m a fan of history and 
the lessons it can impart unto the present, and that’s something this property has in 
spades. In 1838-39, the Cherokee were the last of five tribes forced by the United States 
government to cede their lands and migrate westward; one of a series of migrations 
along routes collectively, aptly, and appropriately known as the Trail of Tears, a.k.a. 
Why Andrew Jackson Needs to Be Off the $20 Bill as of Yesterday. The trail passed 
through this site, where travelers originally had to use winches to get their horses and 
wagons down a steep hill until it was “dug” out to reduce the slope; thus was born the 
name of the property; Dug Hill. 

 

 
Dug Hill (Kingdom Quest Realty) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trail_of_Tears
https://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2016/07/18/evict-andrew-jackson-from-the-20-bill/#78c64f97544a
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 The Land Conservancy of McHenry County 
 
A 0.78-acre conservation easement in an unincorporated area in the east of the County 
across the street from the McHenry County Conservation District’s 477.3 acre The 
Hollows preserve. The property, part of a residential 
subdivision, contains a remnant oak-hickory savanna as well 
as more recently planted representatives of these two local 
arboreal giants. These are complemented by an understory 
dominated by native plants and shrubs; over 130 native plant 
species. The landowner has been managing the property 
since its acquisition, both seeding the land with native flora 
and removing invasive, non-native plant species such as 
Buckthorn, Honeysuckle, and my personal favorite Garlic 
Mustard (completely trivial fact. On the first day of my first 
job while a high school student, I was tasked with culling a 
woodland of Garlic Mustard. I’ve loathed it ever since). The 
result is a small but healthy oak/hickory savanna that is visually striking to boot. 
 
 
A 4.52-acre conservation easement in the Village of Bull Valley in central McHenry 
County. The easement is divided into two units, bisected by the owner’s residence. As 
with the previously described easement, the eastern portion 
of the site contains numerous old oak trees as part of an oak-
hickory woodland. The woodland includes both red and 
white oaks along with smaller numbers of hickory, black 
cherry, basswood and aspen. These overlook and transition 
to an ADID wetland and vernal pool to the west as the land 
slopes downwards (the property is part of a county-identified 
sensitive aquifer recharge area). So, though small, the site 
retains a surprising degree of ecological vitality; indeed, the 
larger area was once dominated by oaks, but is today nearly 
void of them. The property is less than half a mile from 
TLC’s 30-acre Wolf Oak Preserve and a small 3.85-acre 
easement, which are in turn near the McHenry County Conservation District’s 600-acre 
Boone Creek preserve. 

 
 
76.64 acres (79.424 gross acres) in a conservation easement in northwestern McHenry 
County, northeast of the City of Harvard. The McHenry 
County Conservation District’s 251-acre Highpoint 
Conservation Area lies just to the northeast; part of a larger 
complex of publicly and privately protected lands running 
through the area, including six sites owned by or under 
easement with The Land Conservancy within a bit over a 
mile. 
 
The property contains almost the entirety of Alden Fen, a 
McHenry County Natural Areas Inventory site (like the 
Illinois Natural Inventory, but a county effort), interspersed 



2019 Year in Review 
 

21 
 

with agricultural hay fields. Alongside a wet prairie, the wetlands are comprised of a 
diverse mix of springs, sedge meadow, and calcareous seeps with all of the attendant 
unusual plant communities. A degraded savanna buffers the Advanced Identification 
wetlands in the northeast, while a remnant oak/hickory savanna in the west surrounds 
a house. 
 
Wondering if there’s a waterway associated with that best-in-class fen? Well, wonder 
no longer. The (intermittent) headwaters of Alden Creek runs through the property 
from north to south, with the waterway forming only a few hundred feet to the west of 
the site. As I described in the 2017 edition of this report when discussing some newly 
protected lands around a mile to the south, Alden Creek is a first-order tributary of 
Nippersink Creek, McHenry County’s aforedescribed first-in-class waterway. But that’s 
not all. The McHenry County Conservation District added to its own holdings 
downstream along this same waterway this past year, as discussed later in this report. 
The protection of the property plays a major role in keeping that stream clean and clear. 

 

To close out the year, The Land Conservancy of McHenry County acquired an 83.16-
acre wetland mitigation bank in one of the Hackmatack National Wildlife Refuge’s Core 
areas. Containing a well-balanced mix of wetland, sedge 
meadow, and wet prairie, Slough Creek flows through the 
southeast corner of the property, which is also an Advanced 
Identification (ADID) wetland and a McHenry Natural Areas 
Inventory-designated site. The preserve, which was donated 
to the Conservancy with an endowment for its continuing 
care, is more than a mitigation bank, it’s also a seed bank; one 
from which TLC will be able to collect seed for use in 
restorations on its numerous other local preserves. 
 
The site is cool in isolation, but the thing is, it’s not isolated. 
The property is adjacent to the McHenry County 
Conservation District’s 1,188-acre Queen Anne Prairie Conservation Area to the 
northeast, and to the Illinois Department of Natural Resources’ 70.4-acre appropriately 
named Hackmatack site to the southwest. The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service holds an 
easement over 12.2 acres of the IDNR property; the only formal legal interest in any 
land that the Service holds within the Illinois portion of the Hackmatack footprint. 
That’s a long way of explaining that the property physically links the small DNR and 
FWS site with one of the Refuge’s large anchor preserves for the first time since the 
Refuge’s formal inception all the way back in 2012.  
 
That proximity to existing protected areas highlights one of the unequalled abilities 
that land trusts bring to conservation. Why, you may be asking yourself, wasn’t this 
land donated to one of the public agencies that owns or has an easement on adjacent 
land? The answer is that the grantor was operating within a strict time limit (they 
needed to close by the end of 2019 for tax purposes), and TLC had both the ability and 
skill to quickly assess the property’s ecological value, conduct due diligence, and get the 
deal done in a way that most government agencies simply cannot match. Both TLC and 
a number of its peer land trusts discussed in this report have earned a deserved 
reputation for getting these sorts of projects done, and done right. 
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 The Nature Conservancy 
 
31.22 acres of sand prairie and black oak savanna in southeastern Kankakee County. 
Acquired with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation as an 
addition to the now 2,627.8-acre Kankakee Sands Preserve, 
the addition links together 88.2 acres in four previously 
disconnected parcels, facilitating management of the land as a 
cohesive whole. The property also lies wholly within the 
Guiding Star Savanna Illinois Natural Areas Inventory site. 
The Preserve, which is scattered across over 13 square miles 
(there’s also a compact 8,117-acre component of the Preserve 
a short distance across the state line in Indiana) has been 
taking shape over the last thirty years as TNC slowly 
expands the vast site. 
 
If you’re reading this and asking yourself why the 
Conservancy would spend so much time assembling a preserve that is so geographically 
diffuse, you get points for critical thinking. Take another look at the aerial photo of the 
new property; as you’ve likely already noted, it’s a strange landscape. The Kankakee 
Sands are even more unusual than you might expect though. The black oak savanna is 
one of the rarest of an already rare ecological community; most were destroyed early in 
the period of European settlement. Kankakee Sands is one of the largest remaining 
populations of this nearly vanished community, not in the state, not in the region, but in 
the country. And that is why the Conservancy is building this preserve. 
 
 
Another 53.6 acres in four properties at the Kankakee Sands Preserve, also acquired 
with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation, increasing the 
size of the preserve to 2,681.4 acres, all of which is owned 
outright apart from a single 17.6-acre conservation easement. 
The southern parcel is adjacent to the Illinois DNR’s 
Iroquois County State Fish and Wildlife Area and a 
dedicated Illinois Nature Preserve; the accompanying Illinois 
Natural Area Inventory site includes a portion of the new 
property. All four of the properties are adjacent to existing 
TNC property and are primarily black oak savanna or forest. 
Why is that of interest you ask? We covered this only a 
paragraph back when discussing TNC’s previous acquisition 
at the Preserve! It’s because black oak savanna is super rare, 
making both of these projects super important. 
 

 
Kankakee Sands (Chris Light –

Wikimedia Commons) 
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21.6 acres acquired with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation as an addition to TNC’s 4,315.8-acre Nachusa 
Grasslands, in northern Lee County. Lying at the southern 
end of the preserve and bordering the Illinois DNR’s 
Franklin Creek State Natural Area, the property borders the 
Grassland on the west and north. A small creek flows 
through the site on its far north, both entering from and 
exiting to the Preserve. The acquisition unifies ownership of 
the creek and an adjacent wetland over this stretch of the 
waterway while simultaneously buffering the existing 
preserve, all of which surrounding the new addition has been 
dedicated as an Illinois Nature Preserve, so that should tell 
you all you need to know about its ecological quality. South 
of the wetland a small forest transitions to a homestead containing several buildings 
which the Conservancy will demolish, restoring the entire site to its natural state. 
 
 
What’s better than an addition to the site of Illinois’ first wild bison herd (also the first 
wild herd east of the Mississippi for that matter)? Two 
additions to the site of Illinois’ first wild bison herd, of 
course! 77 acres, again acquired with the support of the 
Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation were added 
this past year along the eastern side of Nachusa Grasslands. 
Located along the southern border of Ogle County, the 
property contains a mix of woodland, wetland, and a small 
degraded remnant prairie. Most of the addition is currently 
in agricultural production and will be seeded to high 
diversity prairie. This will have the fortuitous effect of 
expanding existing grassland restorations on land owned by 
both the Conservancy and the Illinois DNR to the west, 
south, and north. A farmstead on the property will be demolished, again with the entire 
property being restored. 
 
 
A 59-acre inholding of the Shawnee National Forest (SNF), 
located in the LaRue – Pine Hills Ecological Area, in 
northwestern Union County (an area designated by the 
National Audubon Society as an Important Bird Area for 
forest birds). Acquired with the support of the Illinois Clean 
Energy Community Foundation and completely 
surrounded by the National Forest, a tributary stream to 
Hutchins Creek cuts through steep hills on the property. 18 
acres of bottomland former agricultural fields adjacent to the 
stream transition to 44 acres of high-quality upland 
oak/hickory forest as the topography becomes increasingly 
rugged. Y’all breezed through that last sentence, didn’t you? 
Back up, because it’s really important. This tract is part of the Hutchins Creek Valley 
area of the SNF, which was identified early this century as a priority acquisition area for 
a highly specific and very visible reason: the protection of migratory nesting forest birds 
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from nest predation by Cowbirds, which are kinda the Corleones of the Illinois avian 
community. 
 
Cowbirds are drawn to forest openings of the sort that clearing trees for agriculture 
creates. From there, they keep a sharp eye out for nesting forest birds. Once they’ve 
located a target, they’ll go in, get rid of one of the bird’s eggs, and replace it with their 
own. The resulting hatchling will often crowd out the original inhabitants, devouring so 
much food that the parent bird can’t keep up. This leads to nesting success rates that 
can fall so low that the population isn’t even self-sustaining. Cowbirds penetrate pretty 
extensively into forests ~250m around open areas, and moderately into those up to 
~500m from such open fields. As such, a 10,000-acre forest pockmarked with 
agricultural fields or pasture land might provide less appropriate habitat for woodland 
birds than would a solid 1,000-acre forest. 
 
Omnipresent mobster birds are thus something of a problem, and one TNC decided to 
do something about. Over a six-year period beginning in 2004, the organization 
acquired and transferred to the USFS ~870 acres within the Hutchins Creek Valley. 
This acquisition fills another hole within the forest (remember what I wrote above and 
take another look at the map; the land is surrounded by a dense canopy). TNC will 
restore the old fields to forest and canebreak, the latter of which has already begun 
colonizing the property, and will later transfer the property to the U.S. Forest Service 
for incorporation into the National Forest. 
 
 

 The Prairie Enthusiasts 
 
A 150.7-acre conservation easement over the Jo Daviess Conservation Foundation’s 
Horseshoe Mound preserve, inclusive of a separate 27.83-
acre easement that the Foundation transferred to TPE last 
year prior to JDCF’s acquisition of the property’s fee title. 
The new easement covers the remainder of the property 
acquired by the Foundation last year, adding an additional 
layer of protection over this large and well positioned site. It 
was the cooperation between TPE and JDCF that in large 
part made this entire project possible. Taking extra steps to 
ensure long-term protection of the land helps land trusts like 
JDCF secure outside funding for their work, reducing the 
actual and perceived risks for prospective donors and 
investors. In the case of this project, both Illinois Clean 
Energy Community Foundation and Grand Victoria Foundation awarded substantial 
grants to help JDCF acquire the new addition. 
 
As I wrote at the time when describing the acquisition of the property’s underlying title, 
the site is: “…heavily forested in the south and east where it is adjacent to the existing 
preserve, the land is mostly pasture in the north and west. The property is also home to 
an Illinois Natural Inventory Category IV site (“outstanding geological features”) in 
addition, as if all that weren’t enough, to lying across U.S. Hwy 20 from a 204.83-acre 
complex of JDCF easement and fee-owned lands, including Gateway Park, discussed in 
[the 2017] edition of this report.”  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cowbird
https://www.ideals.illinois.edu/bitstream/handle/2142/9979/inhsmiscv01999i0000c_opt.pdf?sequence=2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canebrake
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 U.S. Land Conservancy, Inc. 
 
10.0 acres in a conservation easement along the Middle Fork of the Vermilion River in 
central Vermilion County. This small site contains shagbark hickory, white and red 
oaks, black cherry, sugar and red maple, tulip-poplar, white 
ash, American elm, cottonwood, black walnut, and black 
locust. The property is being developed as a mitigation 
project for the Indiana bat and Northern long-eared bat in 
compliance with take permits issued by the USFWS and the 
IDNR, the habitats of which will be adversely impacted by a 
wind energy project. A company that partners with 
organizations requiring mitigation credits identified the 
property and submitted a plan to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife 
Service and the IDNR, which approved the site as a bat 
mitigation bank. The easement holder, the U.S. Land 
Conservancy, hasn’t previously worked in Illinois, focusing 
instead on the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts, but has an established relationship with the 
mitigation firm, holding dozens of other easements that have been created for 
mitigation purposes. 

 

 

 

  
Rattlesnake that has its eye on you (Justin Bailie) 
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Public Sector Land Conservation 

The citizens of the state have long directed their representatives at all levels of government to 
preserve for posterity nature 
preserves, forests, parks, and trails 
large and small. That diversity of both 
government and focus was again on 
full display this year, with the public 
sector protecting 2,524.3 acres across 
the federal, state, and local levels. This 
continues a now five-year trend of 
steadily increasing land protection 
(with a spike in 2018 before returning 
to the long-term pattern this year). 
49.3 acres owned by the Illinois DNR 
were given to another agency as per a 
legislative directive. As with the 
private sector projects, if a project 
transferred an existing protected 
property from one organization to another, or if an easement was granted over land that is 
already owned by a conservation organization (or vice versa), it isn’t included in the acreage 
total, but the details of the project are still discussed in full below. 

Following up on a stellar 2018, the Illinois Department of Natural Resources has again led the 
field, protecting 783 acres across the state on top of acquiring an additional 196.5 acres that 
were previously placed under a conservation easement or otherwise protected. They’re matched 
by the state’s Forest Preserve and Conservation Districts, which collectively protected over 
1,000 acres, some with large marque additions to popular preserves, others with a multitude of 
smaller, strategic acquisitions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Starved Rock State Park (IL. Dept. of Natural Resources - Wikimedia 
Commons) 
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 Boone County Conservation District 
 
1.3 acres donated by a local company as an addition to the 
122.4-acre Funderburg Conservation Area in central Boone 
County, northeast of the City of Belvidere. Located at the 
northwest corner of the property along Woodstock Road, the 
donation will enable the District to provide public access and 
parking at the property for the first time (the entire small 
parcel will be developed into a parking drive and lot). The 
Conservation Area itself lies along Piscasaw Creek, which is 
one of the highest quality waterways not only in the County, 
but in the state. Topographical gremlins prevented the 
District from using any portion of the existing site to install 
such an access point, so this donation is pretty meaningful. 
 
 

 Byron Forest Preserve District 
 
The District traded 19.0 acres (18.47 net acres) of land for 20.1 acres at the now 283.3-
acre Howard Coleman Hall Preserve in the northeastern tip 
of Ogle County. Concerned by that word “traded”? Don’t be. 
This was an excellent exchange that benefited both parties in 
equal measure. The former Forest Preserve District property 
is in agricultural production. The new Forest Preserve 
District property is a mix of woodland and grassland. That 
happens to border a dedicated Illinois Nature Preserve 
Buffer. Rather nice deal, right? The woodland is a 
continuation of a community that begins on the existing 
District property, thus expanding the depth of the site and 
enhancing management opportunities. Howard Coleman Hall 
borders a 90.5 acre preserve owned by The Natural Land 
Institute, which itself is adjacent to a 355.8 preserve of the 
Forest Preserves of Winnebago County. 
 
 
220.508 acres acquired with the strong support of the Illinois Clean Energy 
Community Foundation (ICECF) to more than double the 
size of the District’s Bald Hill Prairie Preserve west of the 
City of Byron in central Ogle County. The original preserve, 
the acquisition of which was also supported by ICECF, was 
detailed in the 2017 edition of this report, in which I 
explained that “A large number of high glacial hills run 
throughout the site, with the Leaf River to the north and 
Silver Creek to the south (both tributaries of the Rock River). 
The land is primarily an open grassland, historically having 
been an upland prairie, with a ~20-acre hilltop oak savanna 
in the southwest. The steep hills were never conducive for 
extensive row crop agriculture, and as a result, harbor 
several native grassland flora species, albeit in low numbers. The property is therefore 
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an ideal restoration opportunity.” Fun fact. Since that report was written, it was 
discovered that a rather large cottonwood on the property is a really big cottonwood. In 
fact, it’s the largest tree in the state, at 122 feet tall and 28.5’ circumference. 
 
In addition to buffering the original site, the addition permanently protects a gravel hill 
prairie and oak savannas found on the southern slope of the preserve’s namesake hill. 
Never heard of a gravel hill prairie? That’s understandable, since according to Very 
Smart People only ~150 acres of this unusual grassland remain in the entirety of the 
state. The new property adjoins the original preserve on both the south and east, 
containing a mosaic of forest, grassland, and agricultural fields. Though the purchase 
included 224.77 acres, 4.26 acres in the southwestern corner of the eastern unit that 
contain a farmhouse, barn, and residential yard and that were purchased independent of 
ICECF’s support (the Foundation only provides funding for the acquisition of vacant, 
natural land) were auctioned following the acquisition to both defray the cost of the 
acquisition and to avoid the demolition of a newer home that is in good condition and of 
value to the community. 
 

        
 

 
 

 DeKalb County Forest Preserve District 
 
233.4 acres of mostly agricultural land on both sides of the 
Kishwaukee River in north central DeKalb County in an 
extremely generous sale/donation two decades in the 
making. 57 acres of the site were donated, and the rest was 
purchased by the District. In 1999, the owners decided that, 
following their passing, they wanted the Forest Preserve 
District to restore the prairie that once blanked much of the 
County. Twenty years later, both landowners are still going 
strong, and decided to consummate the transaction ahead of 
schedule. They will now be able to watch as the District 
converts the site over the next five years, also adding trails, 

Bald Hill Prairie Cottonwood (Byron Forest Preserve District) 
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access to the river, and picnic areas. This isn’t a hurry-up-and-wait project either; an 
initial restoration on the donated portion of the property began this past year, with 
things scheduled to ramp up even more in the near future. 
 
A large prairie restoration and unsurpassed generosity are enough to make this a 
fantastic story, but that’s only a part of it. The property is the southern anchor of the 
Haines Creek Conservation Corridor, discussed in the 2017 and 2015 editions of this 
report. As I wrote two years ago, the Conservation Corridor is “an initiative striving to 
create an FPD-owned preserve running along the creek from Cherry Valley Road in the 
north to the Kishwaukee River in the south”. I continued by noting that I looked 
forward to writing about the initiative in the years to come, something I’m quite pleased 
to indeed have had an opportunity to do. 
 
 
14 acres in central DeKalb County, on the north side of the city of the same name as an 
addition to the small 27.8-acre P. A. Nehring Preserve. The 
addition is mostly floodplain forest with a single isolated 
grassland, as is the land immediately to the north in the 
original preserve. The forest is complemented by the 
Kishwaukee River, which forms the site’s western boundary. 
The riverine frontage and expansion of the existing forest 
would be reason enough for the District to add this fine 
property to its holdings, but I found the southern boundary 
to be of special interest. Adjacent as it is to the DeKalb Park 
District’s Kiwanis Parkway Bike Path, the preserve is now 
readily accessible to local residents without their having to 
first hop in a car to get there. Nice! 
 
 

 Forest Preserve District of Cook County 
 
10.72 acres as an addition to the 3,851.17-acre Spring Lake Forest Preserve in the 
Village of Barrington Hills, northwestern Cook County. The 
property is a single-family homesite, much of which was used 
for residential purposes. Just under three acres of woods on 
the eastern side of the site form part of a larger woodland 
that extends south from the existing Preserve. The most 
exciting element of the new property is its frontage along 
both banks of Spring Creek, which bisects the land in the 
northwest. Spring Creek is a high quality local waterway 
flowing north through the preserve (including through a 
dedicated Illinois Nature Preserve) before eventually 
emptying into the Fox River. The addition contains the last 
unprotected portion of the Creek lying between IL Route 62 
a short distance to the south and the County line to the north, enabling the District to 
manage the waterway as a cohesive whole. 
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2.1 acres as an addition to the District’s 442.2-acre 
Midlothian Meadows preserve. The small property was 
surrounded by the Forest Preserve on three sides, so its 
acquisition rationalized the preserve’s boundary. Prior to 
being added to the preserve, which is a mix of prairie and 
forest partially located in both the City of Oak Forest (which 
is also home to the addition) and the Village of Midlothian, 
the property was a friary for over a century. Priests living on 
the site tended the ill and performed services at a nearby 
church facility. The old friary building was demolished this 
past year prior to the District’s acquisition of the property, in 
preparation for the entire site’s restoration to its natural 
state. 
 
 
A 0.6-acre wooded inholding in far northeastern Cook 
County, near the border with Lake County in the Village of 
Glencoe as an addition to the 66.7-acre Turnbull Woods 
Forest Preserve (part of a far-reaching network of Forest 
Preserve sites that run along the Skokie River). The District 
has completed extensive restoration work on the preserve 
this past decade, with support from a grant from the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service. Staff cleared the site of 
large quantities of invasive herbaceous and woody species, 
have regularly conducted prescribed burns, and have guided 
volunteers who collect seed for restoration projects across 
the County. 
 
 

 Forest Preserve District of Kane County 
 
14.29 acres of forest and pasture as an addition to the 204.4-acre Helm Woods Forest 
Preserve, sold to the District at a reduced price by The Conservation Foundation which 
acquired the property in 2018. Since I wrote about this site in 
last year’s report, expounding upon TCF’s work, I’ll simply 
reiterate what I wrote then…because seriously, it’s a 
touching story. 

 
The property was donated in the will of an extraordinary 
individual who, along with her husband, spent decades 
dedicated to caring for rescue animals of all shapes and sizes 
on the land. The majority of the Helm Woods Forest 
Preserve is a dedicated Illinois Nature Preserve, which the 
new addition buffers. The Preserve is also adjacent to a 20-
acre property owned by the Dundee Township Park District 
and the 71.3-acre Helm Prairie owned by the Dundee Township Open Space 
District…both of which, yep, are also in whole or in part dedicated Illinois Nature 
Preserves. 
 

https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/daily-southtown/ct-sta-oak-forest-friary-st-1122-20191122-toiazvoj2nhyfmfvqc45byj6me-story.html
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23 agricultural acres in central Kane County north of the Village of Campton Hills as an 
addition to the 443.99-acre Bowes Creek Woods Forest Preserve. Last year I described 
an addition at the opposite end of the site; part of a large 
agricultural area covering much of the preserve. While this 
new acquisition is also in agricultural production, unlike last 
year’s addition it lies adjacent to the core of the preserve, 
directly south of a ~100-acre prairie restoration and 
accompanying wooded corridor through which meanders the 
preserve’s namesake waterway. Once restored, the new 
property will increase the size of the prairie while the change 
in land use will facilitate the continued health of Bowes 
Creek through the reduction of chemical runoff. The first 
portions of the preserve (adjacent to the new acquisition) 
were only purchased in 2006, so the restoration is still in its 
early days; its continued growth has created an opportunity for a substantial grassland 
in the heart of one of the state’s most rapidly growing counties. 
 
 
59.6 acres in the center of the County in the Village of Campton Hills as an addition to 
the 377.3-acre Campton Forest Preserve, most of which lies 
to the south across IL-64. To the north, the addition also 
borders the Forest Preserve District’s Great Western Trail, 
while much of its western boundary abuts the Campton 
Township Open Space District’s 83.5-acre Brown Road 
Meadows. Currently in agricultural production, the property 
will be restored to wetlands and prairie. Mill Creek runs a 
short distance to the west of the addition within the existing 
Forest Preserve, and much of the new site drains to the 
waterway. Its restoration will enable the District to further 
improve the water quality of the creek while simultaneously 
expanding a significantly sized wetland and prairie 
ecosystem. 
 
 
108.3 acres in southwestern Kane County next to the Village of Big Rock as an addition 
to the 839.6-acre Forest Preserve of the same name. The 
property, which lies at the northwestern corner of the 
preserve, contains a farm complex surrounded by 
agricultural fields in a corn/soybean rotation in its northern 
half. It’s in the south where things get interesting. A roughly 
40-acre relic oak/hickory woodland (adjacent to a 25-acre 
woodland on the existing preserve) is home to tremendous 
white oaks hundreds of years old, interspersed by massive 
shagbark hickories. Wild turkeys are found throughout the 
woods in the spring, sharing the forest with seven species of 
woodpeckers. More prosaically, the addition adds depth in 
the northern portion of what is largely a linear preserve, 
providing restoration opportunities and simplifying land management. 
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7.0 acres in the northwestern corner of the County between the City of Elgin and the 
Village of Sleepy Hollow as an addition to the bifurcated 4.77-acre Sleepy Hollow 
Ravine Forest Preserve that, as it happens, is also across a 
street from the Dundee Township Open Space District’s 260-
acre Jelke Creek Bird Sanctuary. The Preserve was divided 
between its main body in the west and a small parcel along 
Sleepy Hollow Road in the east. In addition to linking the 
two pieces of the preserve together, the addition is adjacent 
to and buffers a 7.55 acre privately owned dedicated Illinois 
Nature Preserve to its south (the western portion of the 
Forest Preserve has also been dedicated as a Nature 
Preserve). 
 
The value of the addition is in the name of the preserve of 
which it’s now a part and the reason so much of the 
surrounding property has been added to the Illinois Nature Preserves system; the land 
buffers a deep ravine that runs from west to east. The drive to protect and restore the 
chasm led to the creation of this small forest preserve. Readers of last year’s annual 
report will recall that ravine ecosystems are not what one would call numerous. 
Through its expansion of the Sleepy Hollow Ravine preserve, the District has 
significantly strengthened its ability to care for and restore a small ecosystem that’s as 
unusual as it is beautiful. 
 
 
67.2 acres as an addition to the 254.8-acre Binnie Forest Preserve in northern Kane 
County west of the Village of Carpentersville. A wetland 
bisected by a tributary of the Kishwaukee River is 
sandwiched between agricultural fields to the north and 
south. This is the third year running that I’ve discussed an 
addition to this Preserve and, not coincidentally, all three 
additions are adjacent to each other. Part of a larger District 
project focused on the headwaters of the Kishwaukee, the 
three properties will be restored to their native vegetative 
communities. 
 
That restoration will have a broader impact than you might 
suspect; recall from my previous annual reports that the 
Binnie Forest Preserve, as I wrote last year “is itself adjacent to both a restored wetland 
preserve owned by the Dundee Township Open Space District and a large conservation 
easement held by the 501(c)3 land trust The Conservation Foundation. Adjacent to 
these two sites are two additional Dundee Township OSD preserves.” Taken together, 
this public-private network of sites provides a 640.7-acre acre natural sanctuary for 
residents and wildlife alike. 
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11.374 acres in northern Kane County, in the Village of 
Gilberts as an addition to the southern half of the 1,340.5-
acre Freeman Kame-Meagher Forest Preserve. A small piece 
of a large woodland that covers much of the southwestern 
portion of the preserve is found in the southwest of the 
property, bordering a wetland that covers the balance of the 
site. The wetland is at the northern extent of a larger 
complex that extends southeast into the Preserve. Its 
acquisition will improve the District’s ability to manage the 
wetland complex as a coherent whole, as water from the 
adjacent residential community flows into the low-lying 
property. 
 
 

 Forest Preserve District of Will County 
 
40.15 acres acquired with the support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation northeast of the Village of New Lenox in northern Will County as an 
addition to the 713.62-acre Hadley Valley Forest Preserve. 
Hadley Valley is itself adjacent to multiple other Forest 
Preserves, creating what with this new property is a 2,006-
acre greenway stretching over an 8-mile corridor along 
Spring Creek, which bisects the addition. The District has 
devoted substantial time and resources to restoring the 
waterway, re-meandering over half a mile of the creek ~1.5 
miles downstream in 2008. Hadley Valley itself is comprised 
of four units separated by roadways and private holdings. 
The addition, about half of which is in agricultural 
production while the other half contains a mix of woodland 
and savanna, fills one of these gaps while also protecting 
more of the waterway. The portion of the existing preserve which the addition buffers 
has been restored to prairie which will now be extended east onto the new property, 
both expanding the size an ecosystem many of whose avian residents require scale while 
also improving the health and management of an increasingly high-quality waterway. 
 
 
2.1 acres in northern Will County, in the City of Romeoville 
as an addition to the 314.9-acre Romeoville Prairie Nature 
Preserve. Romeoville Prairie is one of over a half dozen 
mostly linear Forest Preserves that adjoin one another along 
the Des Plaines River, taking in properties owned by the 
Forest Preserve Districts of Will, DuPage, and Cook 
Counties, extending north all the way to the Forest Preserve 
District of Cook County’s Palos Preserves. The addition, 
which was generously donated to the District, is in a 
floodplain along the western side of the preserve. Bordered 
by industrial properties, the land is mostly open, and lies 
immediately west of a small stream that flows south and east 
from an open water wetland to the Des Plaines River. 
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 Illinois Department of Natural Resources 
 

163 acres in north central Champaign County, northwest of 
the Village of Rantoul as an addition to the 123.4-acre (yep. 
Really. 123.4 acres) Perdueville State Habitat Area, located 
¾ of a mile to the north in neighboring Ford County. An 
intermittent waterway separates the northeastern quarter of 
the addition from the rest of the property, all of which is in 
agricultural production. As per the IDNR, the State Habitat 
Area was developed in cooperation with Pheasants Forever 
to provide habitat for ring-necked pheasants and associated 
hunting opportunities. The addition, which more than 
doubles the size of the site (albeit in disconnected parcels) 
will be similarly restored, expanding both habitat and the 
number of fowl and other associated fauna. 
 
 
173.8 acres at the southeastern tip of the State along the Ohio River as an addition to 
the ~113-acre (and dedicated Illinois Nature Preserve) 
Collier Limestone Glade State Natural Area, which itself is 
adjacent to the 285,000 acre+ Shawnee National Forest 
stretching across southern Illinois. Enlarging the preserve 
by over 150%, the addition extends the Natural Area to the 
state line across a varied, moist landscape through which run 
both Anthony and Honey Creeks. The property, which had 
previously been protected via a conservation easement held 
by the Natural Resources Conservation Service acquired 
under its Wetlands Reserve Program (now part of the 
Agricultural Conservation Easement Program) is home to a 
wealth of wildlife and features a diverse array of wetlands, 
open water, and woodlands. 
 
 
69.6 acres in southern Johnson County as an addition to the 
17,878.1-acre Cache River State Natural Area. Located at the 
eastern terminus of the preserve along U.S. Route 45, the 
addition is predominantly heavily wooded wetlands and is 
both an extension of the forest to the west as well as a 
natural anchor point for the SNA as a whole. A small 
clearing in the east adjacent to an access road completes the 
site.  
 
The property’s acquisition marked the second time in less 
than a year that the impressive Cache River preserve was 
expanded, following acquisition of over 2,500 acres from The 
Nature Conservancy a mile to the southwest, a project that’s discussed in detail later in 
this report. 
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62.2 acres in far southern Jackson County as an addition to 
the 5,283.2-acre Trail of Tears State Forest. The property 
links two disconnected parcels of the Shawnee National 
Forest with a larger block…wait, wait what? Weren’t we 
just talking about Trail of Tears State Forest? Yes, yes we 
were, and we still are. The addition is a satellite of the park, 
which is located about 6.5 files to the south. The new 
property is mostly wooded, with the balance containing an 
agricultural field surrounded by the forest. As described 
above, it’s both buffered by and connects a 20-acre parcel to 
the west and a 41-acre parcel to the north that are part of the 
Shawnee National Forest with one of the major units of the 
larger, multi-County site. 
 
 
0.26 acres containing a house and yard as an addition to the 
21.6-acre Manito Prairie State Natural Area. Located in 
southwestern Tazewell County, south of the Illinois River 
“on a sand and gravel terrace above the floodplain”, the 
property was a life estate of the former owner. Manito 
Prairie itself, as per the Illinois Nature Preserves 
Commission (most of the site; 19.6 acres, is a dedicated 
Illinois Nature Preserve) is “the last remaining area in 
Illinois containing high quality gravel hill prairie and sand 
prairie that represent the Illinois River Section of the Illinois 
River and Mississippi River Sand Area Natural Division”. 
The INPC also notes that the preserve contains over 200 
species of vascular plants, including rare flora, along with some unusual fauna. 
 
 
Taking the prize for the largest public sector acquisition of the year, the IDNR 
purchased 442 acres on steep, rolling terrain with the support of The Conservation 
Fund  (with mitigation funds from take permits for the 
potential take of listed species issued by the USFWS and the 
IDNR) as an addition to the 9,575.7-acre Pere Marquette 
State Park in southwestern Jersey County, at the confluence 
of the Mississippi and Illinois Rivers and near the City of 
Grafton. A small, ~25-acre grassy area in the north of the 
site likely once used for agriculture is surrounded by thick 
forest which covers the rest of the land, rising and falling 
over 250’. Dagett Hollow bisects the property, mostly in its 
southern half, running north to south. A small stream 
follows this path, emptying into the Illinois River less than a 
mile to the south. To the east of the addition, two properties 
owned by the Great Rivers Land Trust (including an 8.29 acre parcel discussed in the 
2017 edition of this report) create an 82.3 acre extension of the park and provide a 
potential access point into the eastern reaches of southwestern Illinois’ premier state 
park; a park that now encompasses over 10,000 acres. 
 



2019 Year in Review 
 

36 
 

43.09 acres as an addition to the 1,509.3-acre Sand Prairie-
Scrub Oak State Natural Area, every last inch of which has 
been dedicated as an Illinois Nature Preserve or Nature 
Preserve Buffer (the first dedications taking place in 1970, 
making the preserve only the 22nd site in the Illinois Nature 
Preserves system). Located in southern Mason County south 
of the City of Havana, the property is surrounded on three 
sides by the existing State Natural Area, so its acquisition 
rationalizes the preserve’s southern boundary. The majority 
of the site, which contains a single building, is in agricultural 
production. Around 7 acres in the southeast are forested; a 
continuation of woodlands to the east that stretch 
throughout the preserve. 
 
 
A 1-acre inholding along the west side of the northern unit 
of the 4,111.8-acre Kickapoo State Recreation Area in central 
Vermilion County. The heavily wooded property is also 
adjacent to the 77.3-acre Middlefork Woods Nature Preserve 
and Nature Preserve Buffer (itself adjacent to and north of 
the 53-acre Kickapoo Woods Land and Water Reserve). 
Middlefork Woods, of which the addition is ecologically a 
part, as per the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission “is a 
remnant of a once vast mesic upland forest of the Vermilion 
Section of the Wabash Border Natural Division”. During the 
last glaciation, glacial drift deposited a range of material that 
created unusual soil compositions, leading to a situation 
wherein “The plant and animal populations found in this [area] are distinct from those 
found elsewhere in Illinois”. 
 
 
22.7 previously protected wooded acres in north central Lee County as an addition to 
the 907.7-acre Franklin Creek State Natural Area, acquired from the 501(c)3 Franklin 
Creek Conservation Association. First discussed in the 2014 
inaugural edition of this annual missive of good cheer, the 
property was acquired with support from the Illinois Clean 
Energy Community Foundation. The land lies adjacent to 
the north side of the Franklin Creek Nature Preserve; home 
to forests, springs, a stream, and ancient exposed bedrock.  
 
The Franklin Creek Conservation Association was founded 
to advocate for the creation of what became the State Natural 
Area. Here’s the amazing part though. They succeeded. Like, 
the SNA would not exist if not for the Association’s work. 
Nothing like it had ever happened before, anywhere in the 
Country. Most folks, I’m confident in saying, would’ve declared victory and called it a 
day at that point, But the FCCA didn’t stop there. For starters, they raised $500K in the 
early 1990s to reconstruct an 1847 grist mill – and then contributed thousands of hours 
of labor on top of that – on part of the state park with the permission of the IDNR. 
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Dedicated in 1999, the Association was granted a 40-year renewable lease to manage 
the mill as a visitor center. A decade later, the Association expanded its remit, physically 
expanding the state park acquiring and then selling to the DNR adjacent properties 
(including one such property that is adjacent to this new addition, sold in 2015). This 
parcel was thus not the first such addition, nor shall it be the last! 

 
 

 Illinois Nature Preserves Commission 
 
Over the last twelve months, the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission added 2,393.66 
acres to a system that now encompasses ~114,900 acres. In 2018, the ratio of new 
Nature Preserves to Land & Water Reserves was around 1:2. 
This year, that ratio reversed, with 1,653.96 acres of new or 
expanded Nature Preserves/Nature Preserve Buffers and 
739.7 acres of Land & Water Reserves. 
 
Most of the newly dedicated and registered land is owned by 
state and local government or private land trusts, while 
178.49 acres are owned by private individuals; 166.4 acres of 
which had no prior form of protection. The year saw the 
creation of ten new Nature Preserves and six new Land & 
Water Reserves, with two of each being expanded. The 
number of projects by sector was unusually balanced last 
year; 55% of new dedications or registrations were on land owned by conservation land 
trusts or private individuals and 45% by the state or local governments. The acreage 
numbers were equally well distributed, following a heavy weighting towards the public 
sector in 2018; in 2019, 58% of the new area added to the system was publicly owned, 
with the remaining 42% being owned by the private sector. 
 
 

 Kane County 
 
A 119.22-acre agricultural conservation easement in southwestern Kane County, 
acquired through the County’s Farmland Protection program and in collaboration with 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service’s Agricultural 
Conservation Easement Program-Agricultural Land 
Easements (phew. I know, that last one’s a mouthful). I was 
excited to learn of this project, as it marks the County’s 
return to an initiative of unparalleled success. Beginning in 
2001 and running through 2016 (though I only just 
discovered the 2016 easement, hence why it wasn’t in that 
year’s report), the County purchased 40 easements covering 
5,264.6 acres of agricultural land, predominantly in its 
southwestern corner. The program is funded through money 
from the Grand Victoria Casino, which donates a percentage 
of its adjusted net operating income to the County each year. 
 
These easements were often acquired, as was the case with this new property, in 
cooperation with the NRCS, which covers part of the cost of an easement – typically 

https://www.countyofkane.org/FDER/Pages/development/farmlandProtection.aspx
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between 25-50% – and as a consequence acquires the right to enforce the terms of the 
agreement. The ACEP-ALE is a competitive program that scores projects by, among 
other things, the quality of the soils underlying a property and the rate of residential 
growth in the County of which they are a part. Having some of the nation’s richest 
farmland and being one of the fastest growing counties in the State, Kane is ideally 
suited for the program. If your remit includes the preservation of land for productive 
agricultural use, I cannot recommend it highly enough. 
 
 

 Lake County Forest Preserve District 
 
Continuing a trend from last year, the Lake County Forest Preserve District acquired a 
0.19-acre housing lot as an addition to Fourth Lake Preserve in north central Lake 
County west of the Village of Lindenhurst, north of the 
Villages of Round Lake Beach and Third Lake, and east of 
the Village of Lake Villa. It subsequently vacated 0.256 acres 
of adjacent roadway right-of-way, completing a process 
begun the previous year. As was the case when it purchased 
adjacent property in 2018, the District acquired its addition 
from the County government, which had taken ownership 
following the previous owner’s failure to pay their property 
taxes. As I wrote last year “…Most if not all counties in the 
state compile and make available a database of properties 
that have come into their ownership in this way as they 
endeavor to return the land to private (or other public) 
ownership. As such, taking a few hours to examine such 
compendiums in whatever county or counties one’s organization operates in to learn 
whether any small parcels are available that could enlarge or buffer existing preserves is 
well worth the time.” 

 

Not content with those two additions, the District followed 
this up by acquiring from a local government 1.3 wooded 
Advanced Identification (ADID) wetland acres at the 
southwest corner of the nearby Duck Farm Forest Preserve, 
buffering a drainage ditch which is fed by the site and that 
subsequently empties into a lake in the Preserve. Following 
this acquisition, the Forest Preserve Districted vacated 0.58 
of roadway right-of-way (also ADID wetland) along both the 
north and west of the parcel, physically connecting it with 
the rest of the preserve. I can not emphasize strongly enough 
the value in vacating unused ROWs that bisect protected 
properties. Until they’re vacated, management of such areas 
is the legal responsibility of the applicable transportation agency or unit of government; 
township, county, municipality, or state. Vacating such areas unifies management 
responsibilities and, more importantly, eliminates that possibility that a road will be 
built through the site or see it used for some other infrastructural purpose, such as 
installation and maintenance of a pipeline. 
 

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/null/?cid=stelprdb1248212
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88.8 acres as an addition to the Lake County Forest Preserve 
District’s 862.47-acre Pine Dunes Forest Preserve on the 
border with Wisconsin in north central Lake County. The 
property is adjacent to the Village of Old Mill Creek, while 
the Village of Wadsworth lies opposite Interstate 94, which 
forms part of the property’s southern border. The land is 
predominantly in agricultural production, with scattered 
wetlands. The District will further expand the wetlands on 
the site (the property lies across the road from an 80-acre 
wetland restoration project funded by the Illinois State Toll 
Highway Authority as part of a regional mitigation effort) 
which, alongside a variety marshes and streams already cover 
around a third of the larger Preserve; a preserve that has grown from nonexistent to 
one of the District’s largest in less than two decades. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 Macon County Conservation District 
 
174.6 acres, all but twenty of which were acquired with the 
support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation as an addition to the 194.5-acre Fort Daniel 
Conservation Area, nearly doubling the size of the Preserve. 
The District covered the entire cost of the remaining acreage 
since the area might possibly be impacted by a significant 
roadway project a few decades from now. Anyhow, this is a 
fun project; Big Creek flows through the site for 1.4 miles, 
bracketed by 35 acres of forest and 18.5 acres of grassland 
that are part of the Conservation Reserve Program. 
Agricultural fields lie on either side of the forest/grassland 

The Pines Dunes addition doesn’t look like this yet…but it will. 
(USFWS - Wikimedia Commons) 
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complexes, with 122 acres planted in a corn/soybean rotation. The District will restore 
these fields to tallgrass prairie in phases over the coming three years, complemented by 
an immediate restoration of the woods; work that is also being funded by the 
Foundation grant. The existing preserve already contains 4.5 miles of trails, providing 
recreational opportunities that’ll grow alongside the expanding preserve. 
 
 

 McHenry County Conservation District 
 
21.256 acres (22.301 gross acres) of remnant high quality oak woodlands in 
northwestern McHenry County, northeast of the City of Harvard. Acquired with the 
support of the Illinois Clean Energy Community 
Foundation (ICECF), the property lies immediately south of 
32.83 acres discussed in the 2017 edition of this report that 
were pre-acquired by Ducks Unlimited with the support of 
ICECF which was also sold to the District this past year. The 
Conservation District has now merged these two sites 
together, creating an integrated whole. The two newly 
acquired parcels complement one another, with the oak 
woodlands in the south transitioning to what will be restored 
to a wetland complex (you see those agricultural fields on the 
map? Yeah…those aren’t there any longer). As I wrote in 
2017, “DU will begin making improvements on the property 
to create a public access point, as well as developing the engineering required to 
recreate a large wetland on both the newly acquired land and on property recently 
acquired by the District a short distance to the north”. That land “a short distance to the 
north” is the main 155-acre body of the District’s Alden Marsh Conservation Area, of 
which this addition is now a part. 
 
 
4.8 acres were generously donated as an addition to the 
251.3-acre Highpoint Conservation Area in northwestern 
McHenry County, northeast of the City of Harvard. Directly 
across the street from the 76.64-acre easement granted to the 
Land Conservancy of McHenry County described earlier in 
this report (seen to the southwest on the map at right), the 
property is an open grassland that borders the Highpoint 
preserve on the northeast and east. That should surprise no 
one, because much of the preserve was sold to the District 
last decade by the same landowners! The new addition 
doesn’t simply add depth to the preserve, as it’s also home to 
a variety of native grasses, the seeds from which can be used 
to facilitate restoration on nearby preserves. 
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 United States Department of Agriculture – Forest Service 
 
9.5 acres of vacated roadway right-of-way in southern Will County, south of the City of 
Joliet, as an addition to the 17,920.1 Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie. The project 
was completed with the assistance of Openlands and The 
Nature Conservancy, part of a larger initiative in and around 
Midewin supported by the Gaylord and Dorothy 
Donnelley Foundation, and is one of my favorite projects of 
the year, because its history is frigging bizarre. In September 
of 1939, a mustachioed supervillain out for a morning jaunt 
strolled across a field and kept strolling right into Poland, 
launching World War II unless you were living in China in 
which case World War II had already been ongoing for eight 
years, thank you rest-of-the-world for noticing. The U.S. 
government quickly observed that 1) things were getting 
dicey and 2) the U.S. didn’t have much capacity to build stuff 
that would go ‘boom’. To address this deficiency, the government decided to build a few 
dozen munitions factories across the country, and thus were born not one but two such 
facilities that after the war would be combined to create the Joliet Arsenal. 
 
In the months and years immediately after the plants got started in 1941, some forward-
looking soul realized that all of the old public road rights-of-way that bisected the land 
on which the new facilities were placed were still extant. Good patriotic citizens in each 
of the Townships across which the plants were spread got together and, following the 
rules for such things laid out in Will County, petitioned to have most of the roads 
vacated. These included, in 1943, the 9.5 acres added to the prairie this year; 3 miles of 
rights-of-way in what would eventually become the northwestern corner of Midewin.  
 
“So”, careful readers are likely asking “why was this a 2019 project if the roads were 
vacated during the heyday of radio?” Well, thing is, somebody sort of…forgot to file the 
vacation ordinance. Until 1961. Better late than never, right? “So”, careful readers have 
now likely moved on to asking “why was this a 2019 project if the roads were vacated 
around the time some smart person was suggesting that Gregory Peck would make a 
great leading man for the film adaptation of that popular new novel about racism in the 
Deep South that was sweeping the country?” Well, after the vacation ordinance was 
filed, the relevant County department charged with formally vacating the roads 
apparently… forgot about it. Several years ago, The Nature Conservancy and 
Openlands began working with the Forest Service to resolve some of the lingering 
issues of land ownership in and around the country’s first national tallgrass prairie, and 
following a long journey, they, the Forest Service, and the County government saw 
those rights-of-way formally vacated, 76 years after the process to do so began. 
 

 
Midewin (QuartierLatin1968 - 

Wikimedia Commons) 



2019 Year in Review 
 

42 
 

 United States Dept. of Agriculture – Natural Resources Conservation Service 
 
52 acres in a conservation easement under the Agricultural Conservation Easement 
Program as a Wetland Reserve Easement (ACEP-WRE). 
Located in the northeastern tip of Jasper County, on the 
border with Crawford County, the easement is adjacent to an 
interconnected complex of eight existing NRCS-held 
easements all lying west of the North Fork of the Embarras 
River that collectively cover 854 acres and have been 
restored to a mix of wetlands, grassland, forest and open 
water. An agricultural field in the center of the property is 
surrounded by wet fields which are in turn buffered by small 
patches of forest in the north and southeast. As with each of 
the other properties that will shortly be discussed under this 
program, the agricultural land will be restored to its natural 
condition. 
 
 
57.1 acres in an ACEP-WRE conservation easement in central Madison County. Silver 
Creek bisects the property running northeast to southwest. East of the waterway the 
land is covered by a wet forest, while an agricultural field 
that will be restored to a wetland covers most of the land to 
the west. 
 
Before turning to the next project, I’d like to make a brief 
detour to explain the Agricultural Conservation Easement 
Program, which is a recent-ish consolidation of an alphabet 
soup of older acronyms…er…programs, including the 
Wetlands Reserve Program (WRP), the Grassland Reserve 
Program (GRP), and the Farm and Ranch Lands Protection 
Program (FRPP). For Wetland Reserve Easements acquired 
through the program, ACEP provides both financial and 
technical assistance to protect, enhance, or restore existing or former wetlands, both 
purchasing the easement and providing a majority of the funds needed for the 
restoration project. NRCS typically closes on several such easements each year. 
 
Until quite recently (by which I mean the last Friday of the last week of December), I 
didn’t know that there was a resource provided by the Service through which one can 
learn about the program’s newer easements. The older ones, we’re good with. They’ve 
been in the I-View protected lands database since its inception. The newer ones? Wasn’t 
even sure there were any. Welp, there are; there’ve been new successfully completed 
projects each year since 2016. I’ve retroactively added the acreage preserved through 
the program to the bar graph that opens this section, which is why if you compare the 
graph in this year’s report to that from last year the public sector gained a few hundred 
additional acres protected across the 2016-2018 period. 
 
 

  

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/programs/easements/acep/
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/programs/easements/acep/
http://www.prairiestateconservation.org/pscc/iview/
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30.5 acres in an ACEP-WRE conservation easement in the 
northeastern corner of Wayne County on the border with 
Richland County. Currently in agricultural production, the 
site has a swale in its southeast, and is bisected in the north 
by a channelized stream. The property, which will be 
restored to wetland, is adjacent on the east and south to a 
massive 2,091-acre Wetlands Reserve Program easement 
also held by the NRCS. Granted in 2005, the larger easement 
protects the meandering Fox River, with the land having 
been restored to a mix of wetland, open water, and wet 
forest. The land immediately to the east of the new easement 
is mostly open water, giving rise to the property’s existing 
drainage swale. 
 
 
55 acres in an ACEP-WRE conservation easement in northwestern Alexander County 
and southwestern Union County, northeast of the Village of 
McClure. A frequently flooded agricultural field, the 
property, which is adjacent to both the Illinois Department 
of Natural Resources’ 2,556.8-acre Devil’s Island Wildlife 
Management Area and a channel of the Mississippi River 
(Picayune Chute) will be restored to wetland. Devil’s Island, 
separated from the mainland by the aforementioned Chute is 
a frequently flooded preserve containing bottomland and 
hardwood forests alongside some agricultural fields. The 
property, acquired by the Illinois DNR following major 
flooding in 1993 has a long history as a recreational hunting 
spot, including use by then Major James Doolittle over a 
decade before he led the famous raid which immortalized his name. 

 
 
142 acres in an ACEP-WRE conservation easement on the 
eastern shore of the Mississippi River. Located in 
southwestern Alexander County west of the Illinois DNR’s 
Horseshoe Lake-Alexander State Fish and Wildlife Area, the 
westernmost portion of the property is home to a small 
freshwater forested wetland. The balance of the site is in 
agricultural production (though several drainage swales cut 
across the fields). As you might expect in a low-lying area 
along such a major river, the property and its environs are 
within a FEMA 100-Year floodplain, and so it shouldn’t be a 
surprise to learn that this is but one of over half a dozen 
NRCS wetland easements in close proximity to one another. 
Taken together, the converted lands provide flood control for other nearby properties; 
an ancillary yet quite valuable benefit. 

  

https://www.semissourian.com/blogs/pavementends/entry/39861
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Natural Areas Restoration and Management 
 
I certainly can’t write about each and every restoration or management project or initiative 
that’s completed each year on hundreds of sites by dozens of organizations, groups, and 
individuals, and you wouldn’t want me to (this thing’s already 62 pages long. Yeah, that’s right. 
You’ve still got nearly twenty pages to go. Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch'intrate my friends). 
Luckily for us both, what I can do is relate a sampling of some of the most impressive or 
representative undertakings that, as I write each year, stand out for their scale, uniqueness, or 
impact. And do we ever have some impressive projects this year. 
 
Before turning the arc of this historical narrative over to them though, a quick aside is in order.  
Woodward and Bernstein. Roosevelt and Churchill. Mario and Luigi. These matchless duos 
have achieved great things (I leave it to my readers to decide which of those inimitable 
partnerships has had a greater positive impact on the world). The same is true for Restoration 
and Management. And yet every year since I created this section, there’s a whole lot more talk 
of the first than of the second, and what management activities I do discuss are often related to 
public access or scientific research. But management is bloody important, even though it doesn’t 
get as much attention. Not to spoil the surprise, but FYI, natural lands in Illinois are a tad bit 
fragmented, requiring support to maintain some of their functions and cycles. 
 
When that support is lacking, the quality of the site often degrades. That’s found even on the 
highest quality natural lands in the state. There were 1,085 “significant natural areas” identified 
in the original Illinois Natural Areas Inventory in 1978, and not all of those are still on the list 
today, while others that are have nonetheless seen declines in quality. Invasive species, lack of 
fire, changes in hydrology; I could list half a dozen challenges these lands contend with. 
 
But when a site is properly managed? Take a look below at two photos taken 30 years apart of 
part of The Nature Conservancy’s Kankakee Sands (you can use the curving road running 
through the site as a point of reference), additions to which I’ve discussed in nearly every single 
one of my annual reports. Thanks to a consistent regimen of prescribed burns, the black oak 
savanna is as open and stunning today as it was 40 years ago. That’s management at its best. 
And with that, on to the show! 
 

 
 TNC’s Kankakee Sands - 1978 (Don Kurz) TNC’s Kankakee Sands - 2009 (Randy Nyboer) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inferno_(Dante)
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 Grand Prairie Friends planted 24,000 trees at its Warbler Ridge Conservation Area 
near Charleston, in Coles County. Remember that new addition on the north side of the 
conservation area that GPF acquired last year? You know, this one? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After first installing artificial bat habitat, the organization – supported in part by 
mitigation funds for the potential take of listed species from take permits issued by the 
USFWS and the IDNR – began the long, long process of planting 22,000 bare root 
hickories and oaks. Because they are not messing around on reestablishing an oak-
hickory forest. Once this was done, they moved to the southern end of the increasingly 
large macrosite, planting another 1,500 native trees alongside a 10-acre monarch 
butterfly pollinator planting. All this was rounded out in April when GPF volunteers 
planted yet another 500 trees, this time bur oaks, throughout the preserve. It isn’t often 
one can claim a project is exponentially larger than those of most of its peers without 
engaging in hyperbole, but this is without a doubt one of those times! 
 

 I’ve mentioned projects led or supported by The Conservation Fund several times in 
this year’s report. What I haven’t mentioned is that several of those were funded 
through an ongoing multi-year initiative that’s also, unknown to me at the time, 
supported the acquisition of properties discussed in past editions of this report. In 2019 
the initiative, which is funded through a pipeline mitigation grant (another project that 
is supported with the proceeds from take permits issued by the USFWS and IDNR for 
the potential take of listed species) supported TCF’s acquisition of 282.7 acres in Union 
County, the 184.3 acres acquired by Prairie Land Conservancy in McDonough County, 
and a restoration project undertaken by The Natural Land Institute in Winnebago 
County. That’s on top $5.6M devoted to 17 other projects across the state in recent 
years, both restoration and land protection. This is a program whose scope and scale are 
equally impressive, making possible the sorts of work I have the pleasure of discussing 
here each year. 
 

 Ducks Unlimited is spearheading a $5 million wetland restoration initiative; 
Conserving the Illinois River Legacy, along the middle and lower stretches of said river. 
The initiative was made possible through the support of the Illinois Clean Energy 
Community Foundation and a $1 million grant from the North American Wetlands 
Conservation Act (NAWCA), which is being complemented by $4.1 million from a 
Who’s Who of central and southern Illinois wetland experts including DU, The Nature 
Conservancy, The Wetlands Initiative, the IDNR, the Peoria Park District, Friends of 
the Sanganois, the Illinois River Valley Conservation Group and the USFWS, and 
supported by the Illinois Natural History Survey’s Forbes Biological Station. 
 

https://www.ducks.org/press-room/news-releases/major-illinois-river-valley-program-launched
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Eleven projects restoring, protecting, or enhancing wetlands owned by the initiative’s 
partners will provide plenty of interesting news over the next few years, and I look 
forward to bringing each of them to you as they’re completed. 
 

 The Forest Preserve Districts of Will County and DuPage County collaborated in a 
project that raised and released 37 Blanding’s turtles into DuPage County reserves. The 
endangered reptiles were reared as part of a regional recovery program spearheaded by 
the FPD of DuPage County and facilitated by the Illinois Department of Natural 
Resources. District staff collected pregnant turtles who then nested in captivity to 
protect the young from the vagaries of life in the wild. The microchipped little 
shellbacks can live for up to 60 years, which I did not know. 

 
 I have many peeves. Hypocrisy. Fiscal incontinence. People putting two spaces after a 

period (seriously. Stop it. Please). The use, as longtime readers will recall, of the word 
‘critical’ to describe seemingly every conservation project ever conceived. Two of the 
biggest though are duplicative research and restoration by gut instinct. Both waste 
time, money, and at worst the latter can be about as productive as a 1st century Roman 
haruspex reading chicken entrails to decide whether now is a good time to attack the 
Gauls. 
 
So imagine my pleasure at discovering that for the last several years, a group of 

remarkable folks have, in a systematic, organized, and documented manner trawled the 
scientific literature to publish the aptly named What Works in Conservation. Updated 
annually, the 648-page tome’s goal is simple; “providing evidence to improve practice”. 
Revolutionary idea, that. 
 
The text breaks down threats and mitigation activities by floral and faunal 

communities, identifying each in turn alongside mitigation practices which it then 
assesses for effectiveness, side effects, and the certainty with which the conclusions have 
been drawn. For each practice, the document describes the high-quality studies that 
have been conducted, if those studies were randomized, whether they’ve been replicated, 
whether there was a control group, whether the study did a before and after comparison; 
the works. Links are provided to synopses of each study which in turn provide 
references to the original work for those seeking to learn more; over 5,000 such studies 
are available for review. 
 
The book also isn’t afraid to say it doesn’t know. One practice cited, to artificially mist 

habitat in order to maintain a high level of humidity is listed as being of “unknown 
effectiveness” because of limited evidence. However, I know that more recent work at 
the location of the one cited study (a study that was conducted several years ago and 
prior to the resolution of some other issues that were adversely impacting the 
population of a small toad) has demonstrated that the practice was successful. That’s the 
point though. The compendium makes no exaggerated claims. It carefully reviews the 
published literature, and lays out what’s been proven to work, what might work, what 
they don’t have enough evidence to make a call on, and what’s probably a waste of time. 
At the risk of making an unfounded assumption, I think most of my readers are firmly 
against wasting time and in favor of doing what works, so consider checking out this 
corpus before planning your next restoration project. 
 

https://patch.com/illinois/lisle/blandings-turtles-raised-captivity-set-free-dupage-county
https://www.openbookpublishers.com/product/1031
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 The Lake County Forest Preserve District completed the reestablishment of North 
Mill Creek in Ethel’s Woods Forest Preserve near the Village of Old Mill Creek. Why 
is that so impressive you ask. Well, it involved first getting rid of a 58-acre lake. Why 
get rid of a perfectly good lake? This wasn’t just any lake. It was a crappy lake par 
excellence; with the second worst water quality of any lake in the County. I presume it 
was only defeated for the top prize by a random pond somewhere that’s filled with a 
toxic mix of mid-20th century mercury, asbestos, and the tears of shattered dreams. 
Anyhow, the lake, artificially created using a 600-foot-long earthen dam, was steeply 
eroded and had enough sediment built up on its bed to cover a small child from head to 
foot. For at least the last seven years, the District’s expert staff have sequentially 
drained the lake, recreated and meandered the floodplain and stream that was 
impounded to create the darned thing, and planted more plugs than I can count. It’s one 
of the most visually striking restoration initiatives in Illinois in recent years, and 
continues the District’s push to systematically improve the health of its many 
waterways. 
 

 I spend much of these reports each year discussing impressive preservation and 
restoration projects. Ensuring that these aren’t isolated curiosities, idly glanced at out 
the window as you drive by is the purpose behind the Illinois Clean Energy 
Community Foundation’s Public Amenities and Events (PAE) program, which is now 
three years old. In 2019 the Foundation awarded 28 grants of up to $5,500 each. 16 
grants have or will be used for amenities including trail extensions, new picnic tables 
and benches, and interpretive signage on land owned by nonprofit organizations. An 
additional 11 have or will be used to install amenities, including viewing platforms, 
interpretive signs, and picnic shelters at government-owned preserves. 
 
One of this year’s PAE awards was made to Barnhart Prairie Restoration Project 

outside of Champaign that’s owned and protected by a public-private partnership with 
the Champaign County Soil and Water Conservation District, the Barnhart Family and 
a nonprofit Friends Of group. Public-private partnerships are key to the success of this 
particular grant program which allows “friends of” groups to add amenities and host 
events on publicly owned land. The 2019 project sites ranged widely in size and 
geographic location, from NeighborSpace’s Unity Park in the Lawndale neighborhood 
on Chicago’s northwest side all the way to Kincaid Mounds State Historic Site at the 
southeast tip of the state in Masaac County. 

 
 The Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation continued its support of the 

Calumet Land Conservation Partnership (CLCP), providing operating support to many 
of its members. First begun in 2013-2014 in partnership with European/Indian steel 
company ArcelorMittal, the members of the Partnership have set restoration goals and 
identified specific restoration projects on which they will jointly engage. Work on the 
first of those projects began in 2017, and is ongoing. 

 
 The Forest Preserve District of Cook County was ridiculously productive this year. 

For starters, after a five year pause to accommodate roadway construction (an ever-
present challenge in and around Chicago), the District has resumed their use of a sluice 
gate to annually draw down the water level of McGinnis Slough, near the Village of 
Orland Park in the south of the County. This has enabled District staff to manage 
invasive carp along with similarly invasive flora. At the nearby Tinley Creek Ravines 

https://www.dailyherald.com/news/20190205/go-with-the-flow-the-evolution-of-ethels-woods-forest-preserve-in-antioch
https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dailyherald.com%2Fstoryimage%2FDA%2F20130903%2Fnews%2F709039756%2FAR%2F0%2FAR-709039756.jpg%26updated%3D201309031622%26MaxW%3D900%26maxH%3D900%26noborder%26Q%3D80&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dailyherald.com%2Farticle%2F20130903%2Fnews%2F709039756%2F&docid=ikCPXcsr6wIkNM&tbnid=iIuzLdYta2SH7M%3A&vet=10ahUKEwi0tcy56vjjAhUbVc0KHSZqBLoQMwhMKBMwEw..i&w=900&h=589&itg=1&bih=576&biw=1366&q=rasmussen%20lake%20%22ethel%27s%20woods%22&ved=0ahUKEwi0tcy56vjjAhUbVc0KHSZqBLoQMwhMKBMwEw&iact=mrc&uact=8
https://www.illinoiscleanenergy.org/natural-areas-program/public-amenities-and-events
http://www.kincaidmounds.com/
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preserve, hundreds of acres of invasive tree and brush species have been removed as part 
of five-year project that will endeavor to restore the entire site to native vegetation. 
Moving up to the north near Barrington, District staff thinned and cleared of invasive 
species another 100 acres at the Deer Grove Preserve, part of a multi-year project that I 
briefly discussed last year in connection with the District’s partnership with Openlands. 
Finally, with funding from the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative and almost a decade 
of planning and effort, a water control structure for the extensive Eggers Marsh 
preserve on the Illinois/Indiana border was installed that will enable the District to 
manage the seasonal water flow, restoring annual variation of the water level to a site 
that had been damned due to the failure of old drainage structures, significantly 
reducing native vegetation while stimulating the growth of invasive species. The new 
control structure will be used to draw down the water level, enabling native seeds to 
germinate, and the resulting vegetation to provide food and habitat to native species. 
 

 The Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelley Foundation engaged local experts and 
consultants to ascertain new conservation strategies that the Foundation and their 
partners will use to complement existing efforts across the greater Chicagoland region. 
In Expanding the Toolbox of Land Conservation Strategies in Two Distinct Regions (the 
other region being part of South Carolina, which in the proud tradition of parochialism I 
will now fail to discuss in any way), the Foundation outlines new emphases on 
watershed-wide approaches and climate resilience efforts along with a commensurate 
focus on engaging in work with agricultural and silvacultural lands, both of which have 
as big an impact on the former as they may themselves be impacted by the latter. 
 

 The Illinois Prescribed Fire Council tracked 54,399 acres that were burned in the 
2018-2019 burn season (July 1-June 30), which compares favorably with the 54,750 
acres burned in the ’17-‘18 season (the Council received additional burn data for the ’17-
’18 season subsequent to the publication of last year’s report, for those wondering why 
that number has jumped so much). As I hope I showed in the introduction to this 
section, prescribed fires are as invaluable a tool as they are irreplaceable in managing 
and restoring the state’s prairies and savannas. 
 

 This was a big year for monarch butterflies, as we’ll discuss in a bit. Ensuring continued 
and long-lasting support for those efforts requires people to understand how these 
animals live. To that end, the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation 
continued its mission to make native habitat accessible to children, parents and local 
communities so that Illinois residents can learn how native plants and pollinators, 
including insects, bats and birds, are deeply interdependent. The Foundation awarded 
13 grants this year through its K-12 Pollinator Schools Grant Program: 4 to public 
schools, 2 to private schools, 1 to a parent teacher organizations, 4 to nonprofits and 2 
to local governments. Grantees have installed or are installing habitats in a large range 
of sizes, most falling between 1,000 and 2,500 square feet, while four larger projects 
range from 1.5 to 11 acres. The latter is a partnership project that is part of the USFWS 
Partner Program. Pheasants Forever, the recipient of said grant, is working with the 
Ball-Chatham School District, the NatureKIN Network, the Illinois Department of 
Transportation, Lincoln Memorial Garden, and the Sangamon County Soil and Water 
Conservation District; an impressive roster! 
  

https://gddf.org/expanding-the-conservation-toolbox-emerging-approaches-in-a-changing-climate/
http://www.illinoisprescribedfirecouncil.org/
https://www.illinoiscleanenergy.org/natural-areas-program/k-12-pollinator-schools-program
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 Every year in this space I talk at length about Nippersink Creek (literally. I went and 
checked. All the way back to 2015), an outstanding waterway that flows through 
northern McHenry County. The McHenry County Conservation District has made 
the protection and restoration of the river and its tributaries a major priority for 
decades. They’ve been working on this since long before I ever got into the 
conservation space, and have been really innovative in doing so; in my first real job out 
of college, my boss had me work through old grant records, the very first of which 
described how the District, working with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers had re-
meandered a major stretch of the creek through its largest preserve – Glacial Park. Oh, 
also, showing how quickly technology evolves, the records included slides showing the 
before and after. Actual slides! Having not seen a slide projector since I was a little kid 
and not wanting to buy one on eBay, I sat around holding the things up to bright lights 
so I could marvel at the change to the creek over time. This year, proving that all that’s 
old will eventually be new again (except disco and bell bottoms. I missed the 1970s, and 
I’m not gonna lie; I’m glad that I did), the District and the Corps have completed a 
$4.9M five-year project on ~500 acres in Glacial Park to improve an additional stretch 
of the Nippersink, 3.5 miles of it, lying east of U.S. Route 31. 
 
Over that five-year period, the partners graded steeply eroded banks creating an 

expansive 20+ acre riparian zone, performed a Find and Replace in switching out loads 
of invasive flora with native species, installed stream riffles, and began restoration of a 
matrix of prairie, wetlands, and savannas. 
 
Take a look if you’re of a mind at this concise summary of the entire project from the 

early ‘90s to today. Best part about that summation? The author clearly didn’t want you 
having to hold old-timey slides up to bright lights as I was forced to do, and so included 
some fine digital aerial photographs showing the before and after of those late 20th 
century re-meanderings. Huzzah! 
 

 
 
 

 

Sunrise over Nippersink Creek in Glacial Park (Ray Mathis) 

http://www.mccdistrict.org/rccms/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Nippersink-Aquatic-Restoration.pdf
http://foxriverecosystem.org/pdfs/eventsinfo/NippersinkRestoration1993-2019.pdf
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 Libertyville Township restored 44 acres of agricultural land to prairie and wetland in 
central Lake County and as an added bonus dedicated the site as an Illinois Nature 
Preserve Buffer. The project included the removal of large lengths of drain tile to 
restore the site’s hydrology, alongside planting thousands of plugs along drainage 
channels. Prior to the restoration, the area lost an estimated 5-8 tons of soils per acre, 
per year, which flowed into a nearby stream. The technical term for that amount of soil 
loss, in such a small area, is “a lot”. One of the things I liked about this project and that 
made me want to write about it was the funding source of the restoration, which came in 
part from the Illinois EPA’s Section 319 grant program. The program’s goal is to 
reduce nonpoint source pollution; stuff that gets washed into water bodies from diffused 
sources (as opposed to, say, a discharge pipe depositing waste directly into a river). 
Hundreds of tons of soil definitely qualifies as “stuff that we don’t much want washed 
into our rivers”. Also, having all that dirt vacate its ancestral home wasn’t exactly doing 
wonders for the property’s long-term ecological health, so restoring the site was a 
twofer. If you have a property that is subject to runoff adjacent to or near a body of 
water that you’d like to restore, I recommend reading up on the grant program linked 
to above. It’s a worthwhile tool, and one that can be used to benefit both land and water 
in equal measure. 
 

 This report wouldn’t be complete without an update on my favorite program from the 
Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation; the Community Stewardship 
Challenge Grants. ICECF provides each grantee up to $21,000 for the stewardship of a 
project site. But they only receive those funds if they first earn the support of their 
supporters and members, which I think is fantastic. The program provides a generous 3 
to 1 match on donations received from local supporters; that means if the group raises 
$7k, they’ll end up with a total of $28,000 for the restoration of management of a 
preserve. And the program doesn’t stop there! Grantees can receive up to an additional 
$6k if volunteers collectively put in a set number of hours working on and for the site. 
On top of all that, recipients working on properties owned by a nonprofit organization 
can receive up to another $5k for equipment needed to effectively steward the preserves 
(all grantees are nonprofit organizations, but grants can be used to improve publicly-
owned sites). In this 6th year of the program, the Foundation awarded 14 grants for 
work across the state; 5 for work on nonprofit-owned sites (including McCormick 
Ravine, discussed at length in last year’s report) and 9 to improve government-owned 
preserves. Groups receiving this grant will often use it as a tool to secure even more 
commitments from other parties that enable them to further enhance the scope of their 
work. Friends of Pyramid State Park, which is working to eradicate Autumn Olive – 
think buckthorn, but with berries – from said park, parlayed a grant from the 
Foundation into ~$100k in support for their effort to eradicate the noxious if slightly 
invader. 

 
 A research team from the University of Notre Dame excavated a Native American 

encampment discovered at the Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie, unearthing artifacts 
from an Oneota settlement – part of the group, or at least a subgroup, of the folks who 
build the mounds found in the western and southern part of the state, and by chance 
discussed earlier in this very report – from around 1600. This was the third season of 
the excavation, which quite surprised me as I had no idea something this neat was going 
down at the prairie. I mean, sure, Midewin does pretty nifty things all the time, but 
archeological excavation was not, to my knowledge, one of them. So, get this. The site 

https://www.dailyherald.com/news/20190617/restoration-project-changing-the-landscape-in-libertyville-township
https://www.epa.gov/nps/319-grant-program-states-and-territories
https://19january2017snapshot.epa.gov/nps/what-nonpoint-source_.html
https://www.illinoiscleanenergy.org/natural-areas-program/community-stewardship-challenge-grant
https://www.illinoiscleanenergy.org/natural-areas-program/community-stewardship-challenge-grant
https://thesouthern.com/outdoors/in-effort-to-bring-back-native-grasses-at-pyramid-state/article_a1393952-01fe-599d-82b5-5ccd84d9c082.html#1
https://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/daily-southtown/ct-sta-will-county-archaeology-st-0504-story.html
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was apparently occupied each summer for about a decade; whether it was a smaller camp 
or a village has yet to be determined. More broadly, researchers are still endeavoring to 
discover what happened to the Oneota culture, as it disappears from the historical 
record late in the 17th century. 
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Policy & Advocacy 
 
Most of this report is concerned with end results. Acres preserved. Critters saved. Landscapes 
restored. But with very few exceptions, those successes were made possible because of actions 
taken and decisions made by extraordinary individuals, dedicated groups and, often, entire 
communities. To plagiarize what I wrote in this space two years ago: Today’s conservation 
landscape, both physical and organizational, is the result of almost innumerable decisions, and 
campaigns large and small. The work done and decisions made in 2019 have built upon this 
legacy, and many will have outsized influence on the future course of events for years or even 
decades to come. What was true when I first wrote that is even more apt now. 
 

 
 

 
 

 The Forest Preserve District of Will County approved a $25M bond issue, to be spent 
over five years. $13M of the proceeds will be used to provide access to currently 
inaccessible preserves, extend and connect multiple trail systems between preserves, 
resurface existing trails, renovate or replace ten trail and roadway bridges, upgrade and 
add to the Four Rivers Run Environmental Education Center, and restore 50 acres of 
land currently in agricultural production each year. The remaining $12M will be 
devoted to expanding sixteen existing Preserves. The District has identified 1,943 acres 
that they hope to add to the Forest Preserve system. Around 730 acres are expected to 
be donated (see the ‘Public Section’ of this year’s report to learn about the first of those 
projects); the bond funds will be used to purchase as much of the ~1,200-acre balance as 
is available. 
  

Illinois State Capitol (Strikerforce - Wikimedia 
Commons) 

https://www.reconnectwithnature.org/news-events/news/forest-preserve-board-approves-25-million-capital
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 The Illinois Department of Natural Resources acquired the 131.1 acre (133.61 gross 
acres) Black Crown Forest Preserve from the Lake County Forest Preserve District as 
an addition to the 374.1-acre Black Crown Marsh State Natural Area – and registered 
Land & Water Reserve – creating a combined 505.2 acre 
preserve. The transfer should result in improved 
management of Black Crown Marsh by unifying such work 
under a single landowner. The State now owns most (though 
not all) of the larger macrosite, and so is well positioned, 
pending potential future acquisitions or agreements with a 
few adjacent landowners, to eventually restore and 
administer the entire site. 
 
The land transfer was effected by the Illinois General 

Assembly, which passed a bill under which the Department 
deeded to the Forest Preserve District its legal interests (i.e. 
the DNR had an ownership stake) in the District’s Oriole Grove Forest Preserve and a 
segment of the Prairie Wolf Forest Preserve, in exchange for the Forest Preserve 
District’s Black Crown Marsh property. The Illinois DNR’s legal interest in the two 
Forest Preserves dated to the Carter administration, during which the Forest Preserve 
District and one of the DNR’s precursor entities jointly acquired the properties for 
potential use as flood controls. This year’s exchange was made because the jointly 
acquired properties ultimately were not needed for flood control purposes – indeed, the 
LCFPD has managed them as integral components of the County Forest Preserve 
System for quite literally my entire life – while the District has never had the resources 
to really effectively manage its portion of Black Crown Marsh, which was acquired in 
the mid-2000s. The exchange therefore benefits both organizations, concurrently 
simplifying both management and ownership of the various sites. 
 
While it could be argued that this belongs in the ‘Public Sector’ section of this report 

discussing land acquisition projects, I felt this was more a policy initiative both in that it 
involves a land exchange between two public conservation entities and, more 
importantly, because the land swap is the result of a Public Act passed by the Illinois 
legislature and signed by the Governor. 
  

 The Land Conservancy of McHenry County, Prairie Land Conservancy, and The 
Conservation Foundation have received accreditation from the Land Trust Alliance; a 
national organization that represents and provides guidance and support to the nation’s 
land trusts, and that in the Chicagoland region is supported by the Gaylord & Dorothy 
Donnelley Foundation. They join the Jo Daviess Conservation Foundation, Lake Forest 
Open Lands Association, Natural Land Institute, and Openlands as holders of this 
legitimately meaningful and demanding distinction. For those not in the know, 
achieving accreditation – which is an arduous (and I do mean arduous) process requiring 
a land trust to meet high standards across just about all aspects of its operations – 
demonstrates that the organization is financially sound, conducts itself ethically, has a 
responsible governance structure, and can steward its holdings for the long-term. 
Accreditation isn’t a once-and-done proposition either. Nope; any and all accredited land 
trusts must go through the whole process every five years to ensure that they continue 
to meet those high standards. 
 

http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/publicacts/fulltext.asp?Name=100-0470
https://www.landtrustalliance.org/topics/accreditation
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 As longtime readers may recall, in August of 2017 the Illinois Natural Areas 
Stewardship Act took effect, making it one of my Top 3 projects for that year. In the 
intervening two and a bit years, the Department of Natural Resources has been working 
on finalizing the administrative rules and setting up the grant program. What is the 
Illinois NASA? It’s a grant program through which the Illinois Department of Natural 
Resources – whose support and insights throughout the development of both the 
enabling legislation and the program itself were invaluable – will manage a competitive 
grant program in which 501(c)3 conservation land trusts can apply for support in their 
stewarding of dedicated Illinois Nature Preserves, Nature Preserve Buffers, and 
registered Land & Water Reserves. 
 
The program, which is funded by the Natural Areas Acquisition Fund, with specific 

funding levels determined annually by the Illinois DNR, is designed to further the 
implementation of the state’s Natural Areas Preservation Act by stewarding rare 
ecological communities and building stewardship capacity among conservation land 
trusts. There are nearly 600 Nature Preserves and Land & Water Reserves located in 
almost every County in the state; less than a third are on land owned by the DNR. The 
state’s conservation land trusts are located in virtually every corner of the state, where 
they both own Nature Preserve and Land & Water Reserves and provide expertise, 
labor, and resources to help their neighbors and communities care for their own 
dedicated and registered sites. The Illinois NASA therefore begins to fill a noticeable 
hole by giving land trusts the support they need to both continue and enhance their 
partnership with the DNR in managing these far flung and, by definition, irreplaceable 
natural treasures. 
 
Although the hope of all involved was to announce the finalization those 

aforementioned administrative rules by the end of 2019, a good deal of progress was 
made, such that this is just about over the proverbial finish line. Before going live, these 
sorts of programs must first have their rules approved by the Joint Council on 
Administrative Rules (JCAR). I know that sounds like something Jim Hacker probably 
oversees in Yes Minister (check the show out if you’re not familiar with it. I only found it 
a couple years ago. It’s almost 40 years old, but the humor is still pitch perfect), but it’s 
real! Following their initial efforts, JCAR and IDNR agreed to extend the timer devoted 
to the process in order to work out a few remaining details. The (hopefully) final rules 
will be presented in January, so I look forward to writing about a thriving grant 
program this time next year. 
 
As an aside, since writing 2017’s report, I learned that a great deal of the work that 

went into the writing, promoting, and passage of the Illinois Natural Areas Stewardship 
Act bill was accomplished through the direction of the Prairie State Conservation 
Coalition (PSCC). In addition, the Vital Lands Network made a big push to gain the 
support of legislators. The many organizations that make up these groups effectively 
partnered together and efficiently drove the process forward; the effort clearly bore fruit 
when the bill passed with significant support and without any formal opposition.  

http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=3814&ChapterID=44
http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/ilcs3.asp?ActID=3814&ChapterID=44
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yes_Minister
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Top Three Most Awesome Projects 

I’ve a confession. Up through the fall, I didn’t think I’d keep this section this year. Oh, there 

were engaging projects from around the state, including many that I personally thought were 

fantastic, but it didn’t seem likely that there would be enough that, by dint of scale, impact or 

innovativeness warranted the appellation of being called one of the year’s top projects. How 

wrong I was. This year’s top projects are a diverse group, but one united by the dedicated and 

dogged perseverance of the women and men who made them a reality. 

 

 Middle Rock Conservation Partners has become the state’s newest land trust, serving 
Lee and Ogle Counties in northwest Illinois. And as you, dear reader, already know, 
they wasted no time, acquiring 90+ acres in 2019 of former oak savanna to create Lee 
County’s newest preserve. MRCP is a long-standing group that formed to promote and 
care for the Middle Rock Conservation Opportunity Area identified in the IDNR’s 
Wildlife Action Plan. So why become a land trust? Well, the former owner of the new 
preserve contacted a board member of one of Illinois’ well-known statewide land trusts 
to inquire after their interest in potentially purchasing the property. After reviewing the 
site, the organization realized that the MRCP (which this board member is also a part 
of, because she’s just that awesome) would be a better long-term steward. So MRCP 
worked with the Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation to secure the funding 
needed to make the new preserve a reality, and thus was born the state’s newest land 
trust! 
 

 The Energy Resource Center at the University of Illinois at Chicago has worked with 
the USFWS, energy companies across the country and a similarly expansive number of 
state Departments of Transportation to create a Candidate Conservation Agreement 
with Assurances (CCAA) designed to protect and restore habitat for monarch butterflies 
that will be rolled out next year. 
 
The program, which was developed in conjunction with all of Illinois’ major power 

providers and the Illinois Department of Transportation, focuses on the single most 
extensive and integrated network of natural lands in the state: electricity transmission 
and distribution lines and roads—or, more specifically, the corridors and rights-of-way 
on which this infrastructure lies. 
 
These corridors, which honeycomb the state’s urban and suburban areas and cross the 

vast open stretches of the rural agricultural country comprise tens of thousands of acres 
that connect much of the state. Through this voluntary program, which participating 
landowners can leave at any time, power providers and highway agencies can adopt 
specific conservation measures such as reduced mowing and the planting of pollinator 
species which will provide habitat for the declining monarch butterfly and the 
effectiveness of which they’ll monitor and report to the USFWS. 
 
Apart from the potential to greatly increase habitat and habitat connectivity, the really 

neat thing here is the structure of the CCAA. CCAAs, which I confess I’d never heard of 

https://www.middlerockconservationpartners.org/
http://rightofway.erc.uic.edu/national-monarch-ccaa/
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before learning of this project, are bloody well close to ingenious in how they give both 
the USFWS and the participating landowners precisely what each need in order to 
effectively accomplish their respective missions. Here’s the deal. The USFWS will 
decide in December 2020 whether to list the Monarch Butterfly (Danaus plexippus) as 
an endangered or threatened species. If this cross-hemispheric migrant is so listed, that 
would of course require landowners to take various actions to protect the species. 
Participants in a CCAA however are provided a permit containing an assurance that 
should they engage in the agreed upon conservation activities, they won’t be required to 
implement any additional conservation measures regardless of whether the species is 
listed. The monarchs get increased, improved, interconnected habitat across vast swaths 
of the state (that, ideally, can keep the USFWS from having to list them in the first 
place), and the power companies and highway agencies get policy and regulatory 
certainty. 
 

 
 

 
 For over 50 years, the Illinois State Toll Highway Authority (ISTHA) maintained plans 

to extend Illinois Route 53, which ends at the border of Cook and Lake Counties, north 
through Lake County. The proposed highway was later merged with another multi-
decade plan to run an expressway west and north from the border of Lake and McHenry 
Counties to the Wisconsin state line. The right-of-way for the newly rechristened Tri-
County Access project cut right through local communities (literally; one municipality 
would’ve been cut clean in two) and half a dozen nature preserves, including Volo Bog 
State Park and Glacial Park. Oh, and it would cost over $2.5 billion to build. That’s 
billion with a ‘b’. This was widely regarded by many as a Bad Thing™. 
 
This past summer, all that came to an end. Following an extensive, multi-pronged and 

years long campaign expertly directed and led by Midwest Sustainability Group, the 
ISTHA decided that local opposition to the roadway, coupled with the exorbitant cost 
didn’t warrant devoting further time and money to the idea, and formally ended the 
project. The proposal’s demise is far and away one of the most awesome projects of the 
year, and one which came to pass only through the ceaseless and tireless efforts of the 
residents who live, work, and play along the aborted roadway’s path. 

Monarch Butterfly (Kenneth Dwain Harrelson – Wikimedia Commons) 

http://www.midwestsustainability.org/
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Rights-of-Way 

Over the last few years this space has touched on topics ranging from ownership of submerged lands, to 
extolling some of the most effective yet under the radar leaders in conservation, to what makes a solid 
(and not so solid) long-term organizational or regional plan. Naturally, when it came time to decide on 
this year’s topic, I went for the most exciting subject imaginable. Rights-of-way. That scintillating phrase 
has undoubtedly sent anyone still reading this sentence into a state of somnolence, while everyone else 
has already skipped ahead to the next section. For those who continue to bravely soldier on in the face 
of an incipient lapse into an unconscious stupor of boredom, you’re to be commended. Because rights-
of-way, specifically unutilized roadway rights-of-way can be super important. By their very nature, 
roadway rights-of-way tend to bisect properties. Oftentimes, a property will be bisected by one, maybe 
two such tracks. Other times, well… 
 

 
 
That’s Indiana Dunes National Park, just over the state line. Why you might ask, in a report about land 

conservation in Illinois am I using an example from Not Illinois? Because that way no one actually 
reading this report can get angry at me for using one of their properties as a visual aid. Subtle, isn’t it? 
Anyway, this is a great example of roadway rights-of-way run amok, with over 500 acres crisscrossing 
America’s newest national park. And yet none of those corridors have any roads built on them. 
 
Here’s the thing about road rights-of-way. If there’s an unused right-of-way running through the middle 

of your preserve, the underlying property, practically speaking, isn’t part of that preserve even though 
no asphalt was ever poured and the land underlying the right-of-way is visually indistinguishable from 
the adjacent land. The reason for this is simple: because it ‘aint protected. Whatever government 
transportation agency or department has responsibility for the road network of which they’re a part can 
construct a road or roads as perceived needs dictate. But wait, there’s more! Other parties can also 
potentially use those corridors as routes for public utilities. That’s not simply a hypothetical. One site in 
northern Illinois is currently the subject of strong interest from a local water utility that hopes to run a 
water main through the existing but un-built roadways rights-of-way that run through the preserve. 

https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/ButWaitTheresMore
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Vacating unused rights-of-way is not only a great way to secure a protected site’s integrity; it’s also a 

fine tool with which to expand the size of a preserve. The Lake County Forest Preserve District is the 
undisputed leader here, having vacated ~9 acres of road rights-of-way in over a dozen vacations over 
the past decade (including this year, as you might recollect from the Public Sector Land Conservation 
section of this report), and about that much again last decade. In 2016, as readers of past editions of this 
report will recall, the Illinois Department of Natural Resources vacated 11.15 acres in Wolf Road Prairie 
that had cut the site up into nineteen different blocks, and followed that up by dedicating the vacated 
land as an Illinois Nature Preserve. That’s ecologically irreplaceable land that literally went from no 
protection to the state’s highest level thereof; all made possible through a simple road vacation. If 
you’ve got any unused roadway rights-of-way running through any of your own sites, it’s almost 
certainly worthwhile to take a closer look at them and explore the possibilities of working with your 
local government – or, if you are the local government, examining whether these are transportation 
corridors you’ll ever have need of – to vacate these historical oddities and in so doing grow and protect 
your preserves at the same time. Actually, scratch that ‘almost’ qualifier. It’s definitely worthwhile. 
 

 
  Desired location of a new water main. Can you spot the 60’ wide ROW bisecting this dedicated Illinois 

Nature Preserve? Neither can I, and I took the photo. (David Holman) 
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2018 Revisited 

I started the year confident that I’d captured all of the land acquisitions from the previous 

twelve months, but as you can see below, I was…mistaken…in that belief. Before diving into 

2020 then, let’s take one final look at the projects of 2018 that didn’t make it into last year’s 

report. 

 
 DeKalb County Forest Preserve District 

74.0 acres in central DeKalb County, ~ six miles south of the 
city of the same name, as an addition to the 236.3-acre Afton 
Preserve. Little Rock Creek flows through the property from 
north to south, with a sedge meadow community running 
along the edges of the waterway. The rest of the site is being 
quickly restored to prairie; the first burn being conducted 
this past spring. The now over 300 acre preserve protects 
nearly 1.5 miles of the creek through a mix of prairie, 
wetland, and woodland. Think that’s all I missed from the 
DCFPD last year? If only! In addition to this property and 
the impressive addition to Potawatomi Woods FP that was 
discussed in last year’s report, the District also acquired… 
 
 
56.4 acres in eastern DeKalb County on the eastern edge of the City of Sycamore. 37.12 
acres of the site were previously protected via a conservation 
easement held by The Conservation Foundation, which I 
reviewed in the inaugural edition of this annual roundup five 
years ago; way back in 2014. As I wrote at the time 
 

This property, lying along the East Branch of the 
South Branch of the Kishwaukee River, was acquired 
by DeKalb County using funding from the FEMA 
Hazard Mitigation Grant Program, which assists 
local government by providing funding to purchase 
land lying in floodplains under the condition that it 
not be developed in the future, thus saving taxpayers 
the expense of subsidizing the rebuilding of property destroyed during flood 
events. 

 
The entire 56-odd acres was acquired through the aforementioned HMGP program, 
and has been added to a small 1.6 acre District-owned parcel to create a 58 acre preserve 
that lies at the western terminus of the Great Western Trail, which runs from the new 
Preserve 17 miles east to the Forest Preserve District of Kane County’s LeRoy Oakes 
Forest Preserve. 
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 Forest Preserve District of Cook County 
Cook County transferred 1.305 acres to the Forest Preserve as an addition to the 177.6-
acre Oak Heritage Forest Preserve. The addition encompasses small portions of a 
road/trail that circles the Preserve, and so can be viewed as a house-keeping measure.  
 
 
This next one annoyed me, as it was finalized on the last Friday of the year, but not 
recorded and thus able to be seen by the general public (i.e., 
me) until the beginning of January. The District acquired 
4.17 acres as an addition to the 163.57-acre Bluff Springs Fen 
preserve, which is itself adjacent to the Forest Preserve 
District of Kane County’s 35.27-acre Poplar Creek Forest 
Preserve. Located in northwestern Cook County on the 
border with Kane County, the wooded property abuts Poplar 
Creek on the east, contains a residential home, and is 
bordered on three sides by dedicated Illinois Nature 
Preserves owned by the District and the City of Elgin. That 
last bit tells you all you need to know about this small site, 
which partially fills a U-shaped gap lying between the 
dedicated lands. 
 
 

 Illinois Department of Natural Resources 
 
~2,849 acres as an addition to the roughly 15,041-acre Cache River State Natural Area. 
Acquired from The Nature Conservancy, which maintained the site as its Grassy Slough 
Preserve, the property is predominantly comprised of cypress 
and tupelo swamps mixed with hardwood forest. The DNR 
has long managed both sites as an integrated unit, 
complemented by the equally expansive Cypress Creek 
National Wildlife Refuge immediately to the west. These 
wetlands have been designated as being of International 
Importance by the Ramsar Convention of the United 
Nations; testament to their biological diversity and richness. 
 
Full disclosure: The acreage number for this one is at best an 
estimated guess (which is why I’m grateful that it wasn’t a 
newly protected property that would influence the acreage 
totals for the year). Significant portions of the property border old waterways, with the 
legal boundaries of the site following the original channels of these rivers and streams 
that have, over the last two hundred-odd years, been re-routed, channelized, and then 
re-routed again. 
 
 

  

https://www.ramsar.org/about/wetlands-of-international-importance-ramsar-sites
https://www.ramsar.org/about/wetlands-of-international-importance-ramsar-sites
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On a smaller but no less significant scale, 0.34 acres were added to the 2,102.8-acre 
(including satellite locations) Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site in northwestern 
Madison County, northeast of St. Louis, shortly before the 
new year. Cahokia Mounds, a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site, was the largest population center of the Mississippian 
Culture between roughly 1050 and 1150, and was occupied 
for 700 years from 700-1400. The central portion of the 
ancient city is preserved immediately to the west. The 
addition is one of numerous small mounds that lie 
interspersed with residential houses in a residential 
community adjacent to the main site. 
 
Deserving special mention is the Cahokia Mounds Museum 
Society, which acquired the property and donated it to the 
state. The Society was founded in 1976 to promote and care for the State Historic Site, 
and they have done an exemplary job of both. 
 
 

 The Land Conservancy of McHenry County 
 
7.5 acres (7.8 gross acres) in a conservation easement north 
of the City of Marengo, in central McHenry County. The 
owners planted a small area on the eastern side of the 
property to prairie in 2010, and lovingly cared for and 
expanded the restoration in the years that followed. Once the 
prairie was established, they began restoring an adjacent oak 
savanna and, from there, cleared honeysuckle from a former 
pasture that was then added, bit by bit, to the growing 
prairie. To further enhance the ecological vitality of both the 
prairie and savanna, they will soon be enrolling the land in 
the Illinois DNR’s Conservation Stewardship Program and 
they’ve established a fund to contribute to the property’s 
long-term management. This is a beautiful property made even more special, in my 
mind, by the dedication and care given the land by its owners. Oh, and the best thing of 
all about the property? The owners use it to train sled dogs! How great is that? 
 
 

 U.S. Land Conservancy, Inc. 
 
60.4 acres in a conservation easement in central Vermilion 
County. Located east of the Middle Fork of the Vermilion 
River, the north of the property is similar to the USLC 
easement described earlier in this report, containing a mix of 
hardwood tree species, while the south is in agricultural 
production. The entire property will be restored to provide 
habitat for Indiana and Northern long-eared bats as a 
mitigation project providing credits for the potential take of 
listed species that result from take permits issued by the 
USFWS and the IDNR.  

https://cahokiamounds.org/
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/198
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/198
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Changes at the Top 

Stephen Byers has retired from the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission, where he worked 
with distinction serving the northeastern most portion of the state. In his many years with the 
INPC, Mr. Byers enrolled more sites and more acreage into the Illinois Nature Preserves system 
(the highest form of protection in which a property can be placed) than has anyone else in 
history. His tenacity, dedication, and sheer tirelessness know no equal. It’s to the unquestioned 
benefit of all involved that he continues to devote his considerable talents to Friends of the 
Hackmatack, working to make that National Wildlife Refuge a reality, as demonstrated so 
amply earlier in this report. 
 
Colleen Callahan has taken on a formidable task as the new Director of the Illinois 
Department of Natural Resources. Director Callahan brings to her new role decades of 
experience in multiple fields, most recently in the private sector leading her own firm, and prior 
to that as the head of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural Development in Illinois, 
following a 30-year career in journalism. Her skills and insight will be a welcome addition to 
the many projects and initiatives that the DNR plays an incomparable role in bringing to 
fruition. 
 
 
 
 
And that’s a wrap. If you made it this far, consider me impressed. See you next year! 
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Prairie State Conservation Coalition 

Guiding Principles 
 

We believe in: 

Service to the Entire State 

PSCC recognizes its role to connect, serve, and to advance the capacity and 
impact of all land trusts throughout Illinois, and through them, protect our 
land and water resources.  

Collaborative Leadership 

We are grateful for and respect the work of member land trusts who are the 
backbones of leadership for PSCC. We also appreciate many other 
organizations, foundations, agencies, municipalities and individuals in Illinois 
that dedicate themselves to furthering conservation. We work collaboratively 
and transparently by leading, serving, convening and coordinating to best 
leverage the work of all for maximum impact.  
 

Building Trust and Awareness 

We acknowledge that many within Illinois may not understand the value of its 
natural assets or the long-term effectiveness of community-based land trusts to 
protect the health of our land and water. Therefore, it is our responsibility to 
support and promote our membership by providing some of the educational 
tools and operational assistance necessary to build awareness, relevance and 
trust, and ensure that their work is honored in perpetuity.  

Reflecting the Communities We Serve 
 
We acknowledge that Illinois is geographically and demographically diverse and that 
individual land trusts must be sensitive and responsive to that diversity. We are made more 
whole by fully reflecting and engaging the depth and breadth of the populations we serve.  
 
Nature Nurtures 
 
Our individual physical, intellectual and spiritual well-being is dependent upon access to and 
engagement with beautiful, natural spaces. We believe that nature is good for the soul, and that 
everyone is entitled to experience the outdoors. 
 
Healthy Natural Ecosystems That Sustain Communities and Strengthen Economies 
 
The allure of Illinois and the quality of life enjoyed by its residents is inextricably linked to the 
health of the natural environment. Natural ecosystems benefit our well-being, and our State’s 
future economic health is dependent on the sustainable use of its abundance of natural 
resources. 


