
I
IUST  10  YEARS ago ,  b io log i s t s  i n

, l  l l l ino is  were put t ing the f in ish ing
touches on an inventory of the state's
remain ing h igh qual i ty  natura l  com-
munities and known endangered spe-
c ies habi tats .  The l l l ino is  Natura l
Areas Inventory was a pioneering
effort of both national and interna-
t ional  s igni f icance.  We knew we had
an exceptional product when the
inventory received both a national
honor award from the American Soci-
ety of Landscape Architects and an
Achievement Award from the U.S.
Department of the Interior, but none
of us foresaw the far reaching impact
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t ion.  I  was contract  coordinator .  The
survey was conducted from 1975
th rough  1978 .

The Natura l  Areas Inventory was
init iated by the Conservation Depart-
ment to orovide direction for future
land acquis i t ion and preservat ion
efforts. By 1975 the Department and
others had protected most of the large
"c lass i c "  na tu ra l  a reas ,  such  as  l l l i -
no is  Beach,  Coose Lake Prai r ie ,  Beal l
Woods,  Heron Pond and Ful ts  Hi l l
Pra i r ie .  However,  re l iab le in format ion
was needed to make the best choices
in protecting and preserving the less
obvious areas.

recognized conta in ing 25,723 acres
of  h igh qual i ty  communi t ies.  These
f indings fur ther  revealed the star t l ing
fact  that  only  seven-hundreths of  one
percent  of  l l l ino is  has escaped s igni f i -
cant  a l terat ion by man.  Only 2,352
acres of  h igh qual i ty  l l ra i r ie  were
found,  which represents a much
greater percentage loss than for other
na tu ra l  commun i t i es .

Sites for 269 endangered species
were documented.  New and unsu-
spected natura l  communi t ies,  such as
shale g lades,  sa l t  marshes and cal -
careous seeps,  were d iscovered.  In  a l l
1,089 areas in seven categories were
recognized.

Readers interested in details of the
resul ts  are referred to the " l l l ino is
Natura l  Areas lnventory Technical
Report"  authored by John Whi te in
1928 ,  wh i ch  i s  ava i l ab le  a t  mos t
l i b ra r i es  i n  l l l i no i s .

As many as 90 points of  in forma-
tion were obtained for each area and
much of  th is  was computer ized.
Unlike the present, the idea of a com-
puter in your office to house a data-
base such as th is  was novel  in  1977.
Most state government computing
was done on massive centra l ized
machines.  Housing th is  database on a
smal l  computer  was a major  innova-
tion. Standard software packages, so
common today, were not available,
so programs had to be developed
from scratch by programmers at the
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  l l l i n o i s ' C e n t e r  f o r
Advanced Computation.

Many search methodologies devel-
oped by the Inventory, and the refine-
ments of them, have become standard
procedures for similar surveys across
the United States. Another major con-
t r ibut ion that  has had nat ional  in f lu-
ence is the classification of the state's

A decade ago, the lllinois Natura/ Areas Inventory set
the agenda for preserving natural areas in the state and

became the model for identifying natural areas
natiowide

it would have on the future of ndture
conservation.

Before documenting the success
story of the follow-up and use of this
database, however, a review of what
the project was is in order.

The Inventory was a competitively
bid contract project conducted for the
Department of Conservation by the
Department of Landscape Architec-
ture at the Universi ty of l l l inois in
conjunct ion with the Natural  Land
Institute of Rockford. The state's
$692,000 study cost was partially
reimbursed by a Federal Land and
Water Conservation Fund grant. Rob-
ert Riley of the Department of Land-
scape Architecture was Principal
Investigator and John White, Director
of Surveys, developed the methods
and administered their  implementa-
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Bi logis ts  used aer ia l  photos and
maps, followed by aerial reconnais-
sance to search for undisturbed
forests,  pra i r ies and wet lands.  Specia l
searches of railroad rights-of-way and
cemeter ies for  pra i r ie  remnants a lso
were made. Virtually every acre of
l l l ino is  was examined by th is  process.
Aquatic areas and geological areas
were recommended bv soecialists in
these f ie lds.  There was no of f ic ia l
endangered species l is t  for  l l l ino is
plants, but as a result of the survey,
one was developed, and, together
wi th the animal  l is t  was used to
search for surviving endangered spe-
c ies populat ions.

T
I  HE RESULTS WERE impressive.
I  A tota l  o f  610 undisturbed natu-

ral areas (forests, prairies, etc.) were
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The tvpes of areas identif ied in the l l l i-
nois Natural Areas lnventory ranged
from wetlands (far left), caves (left)
and prairies (below). In all, the lnven-
tory located 610 significantly undis-
turbed natural areas, ranging in size
from one-tenth of an acre to more
than 13,000 acres, remaining in the
state. fhe btal acreage included in
the inventory - 25,723 acres - repre-
sents /ess than seven tenths of one
percent of the state's total area.

natural comnrunities rleveloped by
our inventory.  l t  a l lows the d is t inct ion
between different types of forests,
ora i r ies and wet lands that  is  cr i t ica l  to
determin ing how wel l  our  natura l
her i tage has surv ived,  as wel l  as
developing,  preservat ion pr ior i l ies.
Another  contr ibut ion of  the Inventory
was the t ra ined personnel  i t  pro-
duced. Past lnventory staff now hold
leadership posi t ions in  several  adja-
cent  s tates,  as wel l  as in  l l l ino is  and a
nat ional  organizat ion.

With th is  inrpressive database in
hand ,  l l l i no i s  was  i n  t he  un ique  pos i -
tion of being the first state set to
embark on a major  natura l  her i tage
preservat ion program. This condi t ion
spawned new preservation methodol-
ogies, state budget init iatives, private
foundat ion grants and land donat ions,
land acquis i t ion and preservat ion by
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local and federal government ag,en-
c ies,  and unprecedented inter-agency
cooperation. The Inventory served ers
the cata lyst  for  a rerra issance in natu-
ral heritage preservation.

At a strategy meeting, hosted by the
Department of Conservation, it was
decided that the i irst step had to be
contact ing the hundreds of  landown-
ers to advise them of  the unique
nature of  thei r  lands and provide
those interested with advice on pro-
tectins. the areas.

SINC THE INVENTORY as  a
demonstration of need, the

Inst i tu te obta ined grants tota l l ing
$700,000 from The Joyce Foundation
to develop and implement  the pr ivate
land-owner contact program. The
Department of Conservation also

undertook notif ication of government
aEiencies - such as the Forest Service
and Forest  Preserve Dist r ic ts  -  whi le
the Natural Land Institute agreed to
contact the private landowners.

This program led to the protection
of  many publ ic ly  and pr ivate ly  held
natural areas and even to donations of
land for preservation by private land-
owners. The private landowner pro-
gram was especia l ly  va luable in
locating landowners who were inter-
es ted  i n  se l l i ng  t he i r  l and .  l l l i no i s '
landowner contact  program has s ince
been adopted by several states, and is
n o w  a  s t a n d a r d  p r e s e r v a t i o n
approach nat ionwide.

As the private landowner contact
program began, it became obvious
that a great need existed for a protec-
tion mechanism for landowners inter-
ested in  cooperat ing,  but  not
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in terested in  sel l ing or  donat ing thei r
lands.  As a resul t ,  DOC and the l l l i -
nois Nature Preserves Commission
developed the l l l ino is  Natura l  Her i -
tage Landmark program. This is  a vol -
untary cooperat ive program in which
the pr ivate landowner of  an " lnven-
tory Area" receives advice, assistance
and recogni t ion f rom the State of  l l l i -
nois in return for agreeing to protect
the land for  an indef in i te  per iod.  The
"Landmark" approach was modeled
af ter  a Nat ional  Park Serv ice program,
but its application at the state level
was a new approach.  Many other
states have subsequent ly  fo l lowed l l l i -
no i s ' examp le .

As the landowner contact  cont in-
ued, a task force headed by DOC
developed the " l l l ino is  Natura l  Areas

areas acquis i t ion in  the 10 years s ince
the lnventory was completed. These
funds have purchased 7 ,896 acres of
natural areas at /9 sites scattered
throughout the state.

Some of  the more notable acouis i -
t i ons  i nc lude  Wo l f  Road  P ra i r i e  i n
Cook County,  Brandenburg Bog in
Lake County,  Hanover Bluf f  in  Jo
Daviess County,  Oak Val ley Eagle
Refuge in Rock ls land County,
Calamus Lake in Macon Countv.
McC lu re  Sha le  C lade  i n  Un ion
Coun ty  and  Sp r i ng  H i l l  Fa rm Fen  i n
McHenry County. The latter two areas
con ta in  un ique  na tu ra l  commun i t i es
unknown  i n  l l l i no i s  p r i o r  t o  t he  I nven -
tory.  Signi f icant  t racts of  the Lower
Cache River  Swamps in Johnson and
Pulaski  count ies were a lso acouired.

'On its tenth birthday, the lnventory continues to be a
valuable tool for preservation. Continually updated by
DOC Natura/ Heritage staff , it is a dynamic, changing

information source. /t is an action document.'

Protecting natural areas identified in
the Natura/ Area-s Inventory wil l
ensure that future generations wil l be
able to enjoy sig,hts.such as this flow-
ering, shooting star. /n addition to pro-
v i d i n g  h a b i  t a  t  f  o r  c o m m o n
wilclflowers, plants ancl wilcllife,
mtny of the natura/ ,rreas receivlng
protection as a resu/t of the lnventory
provide crit ical habitat for enclan-
g,erec! or threatened species.

Plan"  to guide preservat ion and pro-
tect ion act ions.  Using the natura l
cornmuni ty  c lass i f  icat ion and the
informat ion on avai lable natura l
areas, the plan made a strong case for
the need and potential of a coordi-
nated preservation program. The plan
set  pol icy and goals emphasiz ing the
preservation and protection of natural
areas or "ecosystems," as opposed to
species.  l t  out l ined the many protec-
t ion tools  avai lable and the many
organizat ions and agencies which
could contr ibule to the nreservat ion
of  our  natura l  her i tage.  Completed in
June  1980 ,  t he  p lan  i s  s t i l l  be ing  fo l -
lowed and has played an important
role in support of appropriation of
funds to the Conservation Department
for  natura l  areas acouis i t ion.

The f i rs t  appropr iat ion to the
Department of Conservation for pro-
tect ion of  these lands was $820,000
in July  1980.  This grew to near ly  $3
mi l l i on  i n  1981 .  A f te r  a  de le t i on  o f
f unds  i n  1983  and  1984 ,  Bu i l d  l l l i no i s
funds became avai lable in  1986 and
have been avai lable to the oresent .  In
all, the Department of Conservation
has received $12.4 mi l l ion for  natura l

The Inventory a lso st imulated
acquis i t ion of  natura l  areas by many
local  uni ts  of  government .  Lake and
Wi l l  County Forest  Preserve Dist r ic ts
and Mcl-lenry County Conservation
District have been especially i,rctive.
Other  county agencies and munic i -
pal i t ies a lso par t ic i l ra ted.  On the Fed-
era l  level ,  the Shawnee Nat ional
Forest  is  just  now embark ing on a $1
mi l l ion program to purchase natura l
areas wi th in i ts  boundar ies.  This ef for t
is  funded by the Federal  Land and
Water  Conservat ion Fund.  Even or i -
vate oganizat ions,  such as the Park-
lands foundat ion of  Bloomington,
have purchased areas discovered by
the Inventory.

LL  OF  THE LAND acou i s i t i on
efforts have been given tremen-

dous assis tance by the l l l ino is  Chapter
of The Nature Conservancy. The Con-
servancy aided many agencies by pre-
acquir ing lands for  la ter  resale to the
agencies.  This pr ivate organizat ion
has the resources and f lex ib i l i ty  to  act
swift ly when government appropria-
tion processes are too slow.

The lnventory and the landowner
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A Natural Areas lnventory field worker examines a pond for significant feature-s
that could qualifv it as a natura/ area. ln the mid-1970s such workers r.hecked
thousand-s o/site-s for possible inclusion in inventory, collecting as rnany as 90
points oi infornation about each are.r. Ihe database e,stab/i-shed by the Inventory
enab/ec/ l l l inois to beconre the first.state to embark on a maior natural heritage
preservation program.

contact program stimulated private
owners in  Macon,  De Wit t  and St .
Clair counties to donate lands for
preservation.

Fol low-up to the Inventory resul ted
in many dedicat ions of  r rature pre-
serves bv a varietv of owners. Uncier
l l l i no i s  l aw ,  ded i ca t i ng  l and  as  a
Nalure Preserve requires its preserv.t-
l ion as a natura l  area in  l rcrpetu i ty .
Dedications canre from Jg,encies -
such as park d is t r ic ts ,  conservat ion
districts and forest preserve districts
- as well as the Deoartment of Con-
servation. In some cases, owners who
had res is ted dedicat ion in  the past
were convinced to dedicate by Inven-
tory data that demonstrated the state-
wide s igni f icance of  the s i te .  Even
non -conse rva t i on  agenc ies ,  such , r s
the Metropolitan Sanitary District of
Creater Chicago, were persuaded to
dedicate areas under thei r  contro l .
Nine pr ivate indiv iduals and organi-
zat ions a lso dedicated thei r  lands.

The Natural Areas lnventory con-
tributed greatly to the protection of 23
natural areas within the Shawnee
National Forest in that agency's
recent ly  completed management
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plan.  Many of  these areas were
unknown before the Inventory,  and
the t rue s igni f icance of  prev iously
known areas was revealed by the
complete database i t  compi led.

The Inventory has .rlso saved or
reduced the impact  of  many publ ic ly
regulated pro jects on natura l  areas.
Envi ronmental  rev iewers consider ing
permits for projects use the Inventory
to identify natural areas that may be
impacted, and frequently specify proj-
ect  rnodi f icat ions that  lessen or  e l imi-
nate negat ive impacts.  Covernor
Thornpson,  through h is  Execut ive
Orcler  #7 (1985),  requi res a l l  agen-
c ies under h is  iur isd ic t ion to consider
impacts of  thei r  capi ta l  pro jects on
Inventory Areas,  and requi res consul-
tat ion wi th DOC to min imize those
inrpacts.

On its tenth birthday, the Inventory
cont inues to be a valuable tool  for
p rese rva t i on .  Con t i nua l l y  be ing
updated by staff of the DOC's Natural
Her i tage Div is ion,  i t  is  a dynamic,
changing information source. Scores
of areas have been destroyed and
some new ones have been found. The
old computer and data structure have

given way to more modern machines
and software, but the basis for the
maior i tv  of  the in format ion remains
the field work of the orig,inal project.
Most of it is just as relevant today as it
w a s  i n  1 9 7 8 .

T
I  HE  INVENTORY STANDS as  an
I example oi the great good that

can f low f rom a s ingle far-s ighted
project. While some studies nrity
stand on shelves gather i r rg dust ,  the
l l l ino is  Natura l  Areas Inventory has
not .  l t  is  an act ion document ,  as dem-
onstrated by the accompl ishrnents i t
has st i rnulated.  Key exatrnples.r re new
preservation rnethodologies, private
funds and land donated for  the publ ic
goocl ,  nrore than $12 mi l l ion appro-
pr iatec l  for  natura l  are. t  acquis i t ion
,rnd non-st . r te  governm( 'n l  ag,encies
arcqui r ing and/or  preserv ing Inany
natr-rral areas.

The end resul t  has more than dou-
bled the s ize of  the l l l ino is  Nature Pre-
serves System (from 69 to 171
[) reserves,  wi th 8,411 new acres) ,  p lus
the protect ion of  an addi t ional  BB nat-
ura l  areas as N.r tura l  Her i tage Land-
nrarks, ancl the rrrote<,tion of 73
natur.rl areas in the Shawnee Forest
P lan .

While preserv.rtion of new are.ts
wi l l  cont inue . rs  long . rs  unprotec. ted
natr . r ra l  areas remain,  the char l leng,e
fac ing l l l ino is  today is  c . r r ing for  our
natur.rl .rreas and other wilri land.
These lands .rre remn;rnts clf our natu-
ra l  her i tag,e that  requi re our  help to
survive in a landscape fr.rgmentecl by
hurnan act iv i ty .  F i re sr- r l t ress ion,  the
int rodtrc t ion oI  aggre:s ive exot ic
p lants and animals and the reduct ion
of  populat ion . rnd habi tat  s ize for
many species . r re l l roblems to he
addressed i f  our  natura l  her i tage is  to
su rv ive.

Research is needed into the nrost
envi ronmental ly  sound . rnd economi-
cal ly  feasib le nreans to manage and
protect  natura l  lands.  This must  be
accornpanied by adequate resources
to carry out the needed protection
and management.  The f ina l  judgment
of the success of the l l l inois Natural
Areas Inventory wi l l  depend on how
ef fect ive ly  th is  chal lenge is  met .

- Outdoor Highlights
Deoartment of Conservation
Spr ingf ie ld,  lL  62701
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