
 
WATERSHED AND CLEAN WATER GRANTS PROGRAM 

Illinois River Watershed: Reaching Out for 
Greener Landscapes  

 
BACKGROUND 
Vast prairies and lush woodlands in upland bluffs, ravines, 
stream corridors, and wetlands were once the predominant 
landscapes along the Illinois River.  Currently, agriculture 
and urbanization have left only remnants of these native 
landscapes. 
 
The protection and restoration of natural ecosystems in 
agricultural and urban areas can improve water quality and 
stream health by managing stormwater in ways that curb 
soil erosion and decrease flooding.  Wetlands remove 
pollutants and store water, slowing water runoff.  Forests 
and prairies stabilize soils allowing water to infiltrate and 
move slowly to streams, lakes, and the groundwater.  
Urban and rural landowners need to be aware of these 
benefits for water quantity and quality. 
 
LOCATION 
The project is located in the Lower Fox River portion of 
the Illinois River Watershed in North Central Illinois.  
Portions of the project will also be coordinated in Bureau, 
LaSalle, Marshall, Peoria, Putnam, Tazwell, Woodford, 
and Livingston Counties. 

 
ISSUES BEING ADDRESSED 
Water quantity and quality are severely impacted by land 
use changes in the Illinois River and its tributaries.  This is 
due to: 
! 

! 

! 

Increased siltation caused by erosion from both urban 
and rural watersheds.   

Increased 
runoff and 
flooding from loss of native landscapes.  
Decreased water quality caused by nutrients from 
agriculture and urban fertilization. 
 

GOALS 
The purpose of this project is to communicate to urban and 
rural audiences about approaches that encourage 
conservation development, smart growth initiatives, and 
restoration of native landscapes to improve water quality 
in the Illinois River Watershed.   
 
The project also involves outreach to landowners to 
connect them with information about financial incentives 
for natural resource management and the technical 
assistance necessary to be successful. 
 
“We felt we needed to reach out to the community to 
inform them about the technical resources available for 
them to use on the property they own,” said project lead 
Kimberly St. John, Coordinator from Prairie Rivers 
Resource Conservation and Development (RC&D) Area.  
St. John believes it is possible to protect the natural 
resources of the area and still have economic growth in the 
region. 
 
The project has three main objectives: 
1) To foster the adoption of conservation development and 
smart growth approaches to protect and restore the Illinois 
River Watershed. This can help avoid poor decisions that 
lead to multiple environmental and social problems, by 
lessening the impact on the land and improving the quality 
of life for residents. 

 
2) To improve water quality by enhancing stewardship and 
restoration of wooded areas. The Conservation Reserve 
Program (CRP) and the Conservation Reserve 
Enhancement Program (CREP) provide an opportunity to 
retire croplands and restore them to riparian buffers, trees, 
wetlands, and native grasses and forbs. 
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3) To offer assistance in implementing existing Forest 
Stewardship plans. 
 

 

Since 1999, the Northeastern Area and the Northeastern Area Association of State Foresters have 
sponsored a cooperative challenge grants program to promote watershed health and restoration 
through the conservation, restoration, and sound stewardship of trees and forests. 



 

METHODOLOGY 
Prairie Rivers RC&D is using workshops, demonstration 
areas, and resource networks to aid in expanding the use of 
natural ecosystem components for improving water quality 
and the natural resource base in the Illinois River 
Watershed.  The project goals were approached through 
various methods. 
! 

! 

Develop a multi-media approach on the economic, 
social, and environmental benefits of conservation 
development and long-term programs.  
Provide educational materials that emphasize 
economic, social, and environmental benefits to 
community members to maintain a network of 
technical resources and personnel to assist 
landowners. 

 
OUTCOMES & ACCOMPLISHMENTS 
With assistance from the Forest Service, Prairie Rivers 
RC&D has increased awareness of sound land stewardship 
and watershed protection to a wide array of audiences.  It 
has become a reliable and consistent source of information 
and assistance to rural and urban people on how to utilize 
greener landscapes for clean water.   
 
One thousand copies of the Natural Resource Stewardship 
Directory have been printed for natural resource agencies 
in the project area and throughout Illinois to distribute to 
CRP and CREP participants.  The directory provides 
sources of plant materials, technical assistance, and other 
land stewardship information.  
 
Four Forestry Demonstration Projects have been 
established on the Illinois Valley Community College 
(IVCC) Campus in Oglesby, IL.  They demonstrate the use 
of native landscapes in developing areas and floodplain 
forestry on converted cropland. 
 
The Illinois Valley Woodland Expo was hosted at IVCC.  
Over 6,000 people attended and participated in more than 
90 exhibits and forest stewardship seminars.   
 
Two Multimedia Presentations were produced for natural 
resource agencies and organizations.  Both focus on 
conservation development and restoration of woodlands, 
savannas, and prairies, and retention of land in long-term 
programs. 

   
Numerous workshops on planting trees and prairies, and 
maintenance of native landscapes for landowners and 
resource managers have been held throughout the duration 
of this project.   
 
Landowner participation has increased as a result of 
accessibility to forestry and planning assistance through 
Forest Stewardship Plans. 
 

A community forestry brochure and an urban forestry 
video are being used for promoting community forestry to 
citizens and leaders of small communities. A local radio 
station has helped to publicize the work with live radio 
interviews discussing the restoration of native ecosystems 
and their role in conservation development. 
 
PARTNERS 
Prairie Rivers RC&D Area, in collaboration with the Peace 
Corps Fellows Program – Western Illinois University, is 
implementing the project.  Other partners include: 

Illinois Division of Forest Resources  − 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 
− 

− 
− 

Natural Resource and Your Development Task Force 
Small Town Community Forestry Council 
Illinois Valley Woodland Expo Planning Committee 
Soil and Water Conservation Districts  
County Boards and AmeriCorps 
La Salle County Parks Department 
Illinois River Bluffs Ecosystem Partnership 
University of Illinois Extension 
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
National Arbor Day Foundation 
The Nature Conservancy and Bradley University 
Illinois River Governor’s Conference Planning 
Committee 
Prairie Hills Forestry Consulting 
Illinois Institute of Rural Affairs 

 
FUTURE PLANS 
Prairie Rivers RC&D and its partners plan to continue 
providing educational activities for the community and 
continue to use the informational resources they created.  
They are currently planning a tour to introduce 
conservation development ideas to landowners in the 
Lower Fox River Watershed and LaSalle, Marshall, and 
Putnam Counties.   
 
Project Contact 
Kim St. John, Coordinator 
Prairie Rivers Resource Conservation and Development 
400 Edward Street 
Henry, IL 61537 
Phone: 309-364-3979 
Fax: 309-364-3970 
Email: kim.stjohn@il.usda.gov 
 
Federal Contact 
Mike Majeski, Hydrologist 
USDA Forest Service  
1992 Folwell Avenue 
St. Paul, MN 55108-1099 
Phone: 651-649-5240 
Email: mmajeski@fs.fed.us 
 
Grant Amount: $43,575 
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