Wetland Hero

Lou Ann Forbes can’t always

identify the plants or animals on

her property; but she far more prefers
their secret identities to the alterna-

ad there nine years ago.

Afirst
slace, her five-acre
parcel of land was one sliver of a
larger 190-acre farmstead. The

previous owners had built a house,

barn, and other structures on the
site, Situated in Chicagoland’s far-
thest western reaches, the parcel
consisted of a beautifully mowed
lawn, a small alfalfa field, and a
patch of land that frequently
became saturated with water.

Suspecting that the wet patch

mxghtb;: a “prairie pothole” soaking

in runoff from higher grc'und;i Lou
Ann called in experts to help her

create a true wetland. “We basically
enhanced what's already there,” she

says happily.

benefactor. “Most people want
water lilies,” she says. “I want this
to be for the plants and animals.”

After only three vears, fauna
and flora too numerous to count—
among them a number of sedges,
blue bottle gentian, cinnameon herb,
bullfrogs, great blue herons, killdeer,
mud birds, several types of dragon-
flies, even a wandering coyote—
coexist within or near the tiny wet-
land habitat.

Lou Ann plans to expand her
wetland as the opportunity arises—
to create something bigger than a
prairie pothole. For someone
who only recently learned about
wetlands, thats a grand ideal.

Lou Ann’s wetland project is

rooted in the belief of coexisting

- with wildlife, no matter whar the

size or form. “This project is proof
that you can live in harmony in a
small space,” she says. “I cannot tell
you one bad thing about having

that wetland here.”

Undoing the Damage
When it comes to wetland
restoration, Ed Collins thinks big.
Ed is a restoration ecologist at the
McHenry County Conservation
District. It’s part of his job to
reclaim wetlands that were convert-
ed to farmland by managing the
removal of drain tiles.

A century and a half ago,
farmers began burying drain tiles
under the soil, row upon row, to
divert natural groundwater to an
acceptable outlet, like a distant river.
The soil then dried and farmers

grew. their crops.




: “The Works Progress
Administration discovered in the
1930s that there wete enough drain

tiles in [linois alone to circle the

globe six times,” he says. “Hundreds
upon hundreds of millions of acres
have had drain tiles laid under them.”

Tt takes four days for a backhoe
to clear tiles from a 40-acre ficld of
converted farmland. Considering
chat the first drain tile was pulled
from the ground in 1988 and large-
scale removal didn’t begin until five
years later, Ed has a precty big job
: ahead of him.

Compared to the rest of the

United States, the work that needs
to be done in McHenry County is
just a drop in the bog, Ed says the
installation of drain tiles in the past
150 years is the largest engineering
fear in the country. P

“As environmentalists, we tend
to look back and shake our fingers
at the farmers,” he says. “But these
people were hardworking, with a
work ethic rately seen today. Drain
tiles were a chance for their kids to
go to college, or to make improve-
ments on the farm. We're removing
part of a very old culture, and it’s
important to treat it with the
respect it deserves.”

Ed teaches local classes that
demystify how people in decades
past regarded the natural world.
Acre by soggy acre, Ed is helping to
restore the natural landscape; and
student by student, he is shedding
light on what drives people to

change their environment.

Friend of the Fen
In 1979, Steve Byers walked the

ground of a fen near Elgin. A fen

is a wetland with highly alkaline,
constantly moving water—delicately
balanced conditions that are home
to specialized plants and animals.
Steve surveyed the toll of seven
years or so of off-road vehicle
traffic, trash dumping, and other
ravages. He was shocked.

The damage to this unique
wetland and an adjacent prairie
inspired Steve and a new volunteer
group called Friends of the Fen to
take action in spring 1980.

The Friends of the Fen set out =

to prevent the continued abuse of :
the wetland and to clean it up.
Local students and volunteers piled
brush to hamper illegal off-road
traffic and removed huge amounts
of garbage—including 23 truck-
loads of shingles. The volunteers
reintroduced natural processes, like
brush cutting and managed burning.
The strategy worked. In 1987,
the Illinois Nature Preserves
Commission approved a request
by the Metropolitan Water
Reclamation District of Greater

Chicago to dedicate 70 acres at the

site as a nature preserve. A year
later, the Commission sanctioned
an additional 20 acres owned by
the city of Elgin. Bluff Spring Fen
was born.

“That volunteer stewards could
do this and have those two agencies
dedicate that land is a success,”
Steve says, referring not only to
himself but also to his successors
and Friends of the Fen.,

Today, success lies in the experi-

ences of those who meet by Bluff

Spring Fen’s kiosk and trek its trails. -
Today, Steve helps landowners pro-
tect high-quality wetlands through
his work at the Illinois Nature
Preserves Commission, the same

organization that sanctioned the fen

he fought to protect. Bluff Spring

Fen is evidence of the difference one

person’s vision can make. ‘(

You can shave in such ventures and adventires by
contacting the Chicagoland Environmental Network
at (708) 485-0263, ext. 396, to link with volunteer
groups in your area. Another excellent source of
wetland information can be found in the Summer
1999 issue of Chicago Wilderﬁess Magazine. A
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Brookfield Zoo’s

‘Wetlands

The Chicago Zoological Society would like to
thank the following contributors:

‘Worlds of Water, Nancy Saunders, Brookfield Zoo

What is a Wetland?, Nancy Watson and Nancy Saunders,
Brookfield Zoo

Dragonflies: Winged Jewels of the Wetland,

Daniel A. Soluk, Ph.D., Lauren M. Pintor, and John D. Ho
Hllinots Natural History Survey

Laws of Nature, John Rogner, (7.5, Fish and ]
Biodiversity of Wetlands: The Beauty of Northern Illmms.
Greg Melaik nakﬁel'd Zoo

The Urban Wetdand, A Bodwell, Brookfield Zoo
Recreating Brookﬁe]d Zoo's Dragonfly Marsh, Rick Woo
U.S.D.A Narural Resou FUALIon Sert

Conservation Corps, C-hris Howes, Brookfie
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