Why watershed planning groups are important. 

Why is it helpful to have a citizen’s based watershed planning group? Because, if you organize as a group you can have a larger voice that can have an impact over an entire watershed. Our organization, the Indian Creek Watershed Project, Ltd. (ICWP) is unique in Lake County because it is sub-basin oriented and we are a non-profit that is working across municipal and township boundaries. Our watershed encompasses parts of unincorporated Lake County as well as portions of the villages of Mundelein, Vernon Hills, Hawthorn Woods, Long Grove, Lincolnshire, Libertyville, Lake Zurich, Kildeer, Buffalo Grove, Indian Creek, and covers the townships of Fremont, Ela, Vernon, and Libertyville.
When we formed the ICWP as a little non-profit group in south central Lake County in 1999, we were citizens who were worried about the declining water quality of our lakes and streams and increasing area flooding. We started organizing and having meetings to promote citizens based watershed planning. Support from the Upper Des Plaines Ecosystem Partnership and Illinois state and county agencies like the US Dept. of Agriculture’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and the Lake County Stormwater Management Commission (SMC) and the Lake County Health Department/Lakes Management Unit enabled a more formal watershed planning approach to take place. SMC adopted our effort, applied for some watershed planning grants and this resulted in a finished watershed plan in 2004 and a fully EPA-compliant plan in 2008. Our watershed plan has become the most important tool for promoting better practices in our watershed, but it never would have happened if we did not form a group to lead the effort at a grassroots level. 

In 2000 our watershed board decided to formally file as a non-profit organization because we wanted to implement some watershed projects. We originally wanted to apply for a grant to educate area citizens and heighten awareness about our water issues. Most funding agencies will only award projects to public governmental bodies, like villages, townships, park districts, schools or public agencies, or else to non-profit groups.  Our group was awarded our non-profit status in January of 2001, then the following February we were awarded our first Environmental Protection Agency Clean Water Act Section 319 grant. This grant was awarded to us to help prevent nonpoint source pollution (indirect pollution of our waters, like pollution from runoff of roads, yards, development, etc) and our purpose for the grant was also to educate residents about the benefits of trying to improve conditions in the watershed while restoring a historic sedge meadow stream corridor in one of the highest quality areas of the Indian Creek Watershed, the Reed-Turner Woodland. That was 10 years ago. To date, the ICWP has partnered with at least 20 other villages, townships or groups on at least 15 grants. We are honored that our Indian Creek watershed plan, developed with key support from the Lake County Stormwater Management Commission and the IL EPA, is the first EPA compliant plan in the State of Illinois. Amazingly, as of 2009 over $4 million in area projects has been completed or awarded within this little sub-watershed of the Des Plaines River. We are doing our part to help the Des Plaines River which flows into the Illinois River which eventually flows into the Mississippi River. So it just started with a group of concerned people and the effort has spread as more and more projects are being completed throughout the watershed. 

Now, $4 million in projects is no small task, and we are grateful to our associated communities who have stepped forward, budgeted matching money to implement projects, worked tirelessly to manage those projects for the two or three years it takes to finish them, and then maintain the project areas after they are fully completed to keep them improved. We have seen projects completed that stabilize our stream corridors, help our lake shorelines and produce lake manuals to help educate communities. There have been projects to restore wetlands, stream buffer areas, and install rain gardens to help with infiltration and lessen flooding. Detention ponds are being restored and severely eroding banks preserved in area parks and open lands. We have also encouraged Adopt-A-Highway projects to help keep garbage out of our streams and rivers, as well as lake monitoring so that citizens can regularly check the health of our important lakes. These are all projects that have happened because people have gotten involved for the benefit of their watershed. There are many unsung heroes in the Indian Creek Watershed and we are grateful to them all. Villages like Vernon Hills, Lincolnshire, Buffalo Grove, Fremont Township, Long Grove Park District, Mundelein Park District the communities of Sylvan and Countryside Lake, the Lake County Forest Preserve District and Reed-Turner Woodland Stewards. We are grateful to the agencies who have helped us take stock of our resources, like SMC with their stream and detention inventories and the Lake County Health Department/Lakes Management Unit (LMU) who continually monitor and generate reports for our lakes. The LMU staff helped us with emergency sedimentation monitoring, stream fish and habitat assessments and public meetings on phosphorous and other lake problems. We are proud that four communities (Vernon Hills, Long Grove, Countryside Lake, and Sylvan Lake) have adopted positions that promote a ban on the use of phosphorus in fertilizers. If everyone would use non-phosphorus fertilizers, limit their salt use in winter, and not mow within two feet of our lakes, streams and ponds, we could greatly lessen the erosion and pollutants moving through our waterways.

These are a few ways that people can help their watersheds. We hope that watershed planning and more watershed groups will form so that we can collectively improve conditions in the Des Plaines River and even have a ripple effect all the way downstream to the Gulf of Mexico. Recognition is building for the effectiveness of subwatershed efforts because they educate local stakeholders and planners while building support over multiple jurisdictions. There are more than 100 such watershed efforts in the state of Illinois. Many believe that sub-basin planning efforts are the best way to help improve main stem river and lake conditions because of grassroots networking, project oriented planning and public education throughout the watershed. It takes a bit of coordination and funding to start a watershed group but the rewards can be exponential. Our waters need help and watershed groups can do a lot to help get on the ground projects implemented. 
We are proud to be a leader in watershed protection and improvements in the state of Illinois and we thank all of our partners who have worked so hard to help us become a model in northern Illinois. Perhaps your group can develop a vision for your watershed like we have. 

