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The Water Quality Task Force, established in 2004, is a coalition of  environmental nonprofits and legal partners 
who work to advance the health of  the 156-mile Chicago River system and the protections established under the 
Clean Water Act (CWA). The Water Quality Task Force has been key in transforming the health of  the Chicago 
River system, most significantly, leading the charge to improve water quality standards throughout the river system 
which has had a vast effect on the health of  the river system for people and wildlife. These standards require
additional treatments – such as sewage plant discharge disinfection – that are bringing the region closer to a
fishable and swimmable river.

Water Quality Task Force
Abrams Environmental Law Clinic at the University of  Chicago Law School
Environmental Law & Policy Center
Friends of  the Chicago River
Openlands
Sierra Club, Illinois Chapter

In 2011 the Water Quality Task Force secured stricter water quality standards that included disinfection
of  wastewater discharges into the Chicago and Calumet Rivers. The South Side Calumet plant, which went online 
in 2015, uses a chlorination/dechlorination process. The north suburban O’Brien plant (above) utilizes ultraviolet 
radiation which started in 2016.

Water Quality Task Force
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From March to July of  2021, Friends and our
Water Quality Task Force partners from the
Environmental Law & Policy Center, Openlands, and 
Sierra Club, Illinois Chapter, hosted discussions with 
the City of  Chicago to address the City of  Chicago’s 
combined sewer outfall National Pollutant Discharge 
Elimination System (NPDES) permits to reduce
pollution to the river. In order to center communities’ 
experiences with the river and future visions for its use, 
we invited frontline community groups to participate 
in six large group (which included key City department 
staff) and two community group meetings.

The intent of  this ongoing process is to co-develop 
permit language and community priorities and jointly 
present a draft permit to the Illinois Environmental 
Protection Agency (IEPA). This process is specific to 
the City of  Chicago and will inform and define
Chicago’s legally enforceable NPDES permit that 
guides the continued improvement of  the
Chicago-Calumet River system’s water quality.

Community input is key to making the river an inviting, 
accessible, and safe place for all Chicagoans. This
document attempts to capture all of  the public
discussion, ideas, and information shared in eight total 
NPDES Community Working Group meetings. 

These conversations with community groups, City
staff, and other agencies (Chicago Park District, 
MWRD, etc.) do not end here. We will to continue 
these discussions so community groups can partner 
with the City to ensure the permit requirements and 
improvements are equitably distributed.

The information in this document will determine the 
future of  the river and permit negotiations that
commenced in September 2021. Our goal is to
submit a jointly developed draft permit to IEPA by 
January 2022.

Please note: While the information contained in this document 
has been edited and condensed for clarification, it has not been 
changed. Therefore some of  the statements may be inaccurate and 
based upon assumptions or opinion. 

INTRODUCTION

Since 1979, Friends of  the Chicago River (Friends) has 
been working toward a cleaner, healthier Chicago and 
Calumet River system for people, plants, and wildlife. 
As a result of  this work, and that of  our many partners, 
the river has improved tremendously. More and more 
the City of  Chicago’s residents and visitors of  all ages 
are embracing the river and are using it for recreation 
and respite – or enthusiastically wish to do so. For that 
reason it is more important than ever we address the 
detrimental impacts of  combined sewer
overflows (CSOs).

Chicago has a combined sewer system that conveys 
both storm and wastewater to treatment facilities. 
Increasingly severe and frequent storms due to climate 
change, as well as ever-expanding development and 
impervious surfaces, overwhelm the region’s inadequate 
system of  pipes and tunnels. This causes CSOs and
untreated runoff  from streets and wastewater is
released into the Chicago and Calumet Rivers, and 
sometimes Lake Michigan, in order to lessen street 
flooding and basement backups.

The 156-mile Chicago and Calumet Rivers (Chicago 
River System) flow through the City of  Chicago from 
the North Branch of  the Chicago River along the far 
North Side neighborhood of  West Ridge, the Main 
Stem downtown, and the South Branch that bisects 
Pilsen and Chinatown, to the storied Bubbly Creek 
that divides Bridgeport and McKinley Park. The South 
Branch connects to the Chicago Sanitary and Shipping 
Canal that rounds the corner of  the Garfield Ridge 
neighborhood, and the Calumet River begins in
South Chicago and winds through Hegewisch and
West Pullman.

This system touches over a third of  the City’s 77
community areas representing Chicago’s diverse
population, but also diversity in the access and
enjoyment of  the river’s edge and waters. One reason 
for this disparity is the water quality in the river, which 
is degraded by CSOs.
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NPDES PERmIT PROCESS OvERvIEW

The USEPA’s Clean Water Act (CWA) regulates
discharges into waterways through the National
Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES)
permit. The purpose of  these NPDES permits is to 
eliminate combined sewer overflows (CSOs) by
requiring dischargers to address the Nine Minimum 
Controls (NMC) and create a Long Term Control Plan 
(LTCP). A permit is issued for five years and must be 
renewed at least 180 days prior to expiration date. 

The NMC include: 

1.  Proper operation and regular maintenance
programs for the sewer system and CSO outfalls.

2.  Maximum use of  the collection system for storage.

3.  Review and modification of  pretreatment
requirements to ensure that CSO impacts
are minimized.

4.  Maximization of  flow to the publicly-owned
treatment works (POTW) for treatment.

5.  Elimination of  CSOs during dry weather.

6.  Control of  solid and floatable materials in CSOs.

7.  Pollution prevention programs to reduce
containments in CSOs.

8.  Public notification to ensure that the public
receives adequate notification of  CSO
occurrences and CSO impacts.

9.  Monitoring to effectively characterize CSO
impacts and the efficacy of  CSO controls.

Public notice warning recreators to stay away from this combined 
sewer outfall during rain events.
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Sewage outfalls such as this one on the North Branch, can
discharge sewage and other pollution after heavy rainstorms.

The LTCP describes the approaches for implementing 
and integrating each of  the NMC into the long-term 
CSO control plan.

The USEPA issues permits in two phases. The first 
phase requires dischargers to conduct studies to
understand their CSOs and their effects on water 
quality, analyze which control options are viable to 
minimize impacts (financially and given the discharger’s 
unique context), and create a plan for implementation. 
Phase two is meant to respond to findings from phase 
one and look ahead (LTCP); it is acceptable to include 
incomplete processes from the phase one permit while
implementing what can be or has already been done.

Phase two is intended to be a response to the findings 
of  phase one studies. Therefore, every subsequent 
permit should be more restrictive, leading towards the 
elimination of  pollutant discharges.



COmmUNITy IDENTIFIED PRIORITIES

Below is a summary of  the feedback community 
groups working, recreating, and/or living along the 
river provided throughout eight total meetings. Though 
many of  their insights are relevant to this current
permit process, there is also a great deal of  valuable 
information and insights on the river’s future – beyond 
the scope of  the current permit – that should be
included in future planning efforts.

Equity

Benefits of  the permit must be distributed in an
equitable manner across the city. Investing in areas
currently designated as primary use and where people 
are already on the water can exacerbate these
inequities. The City needs to improve water quality and 
public access proactively where people would like to 
access the river, including for recreation, but currently 
cannot. The permit should account for uses in the 
south and west side communities that may be
different from traditional recreation. The City should 
be transparent and forthcoming on reporting the
historic health impacts and lack of  economic
investment in environmental justice communities.
The City must balance the environmental with
community needs.

Gentrification

As more access is created to take advantage of  the 
river’s water quality improvements, communities are 
concerned about gentrification. Communities want to 
be able to enjoy these amenities, not be displaced by 
them. At the same time, communities not currently 
labeled as sensitive areas, applied here as a legal
designation, should not be overlooked for access and 
recreation opportunities. Sensitive area designation 
should be forward-thinking, not just address current 
conditions, and extend to where recreation could
take place.

visioning

Community groups want to get to the point of  saying 
what they do want instead of  constantly confronting 
what they don’t want. There is already work being done 
to make the river more inviting for people and wildlife, 
so these programs and projects (the Wild Mile and 
African American Heritage Trail) should be expanded. 
The City should raise awareness and increase
development of  culturally significant areas along the 
river in communities of  color. People need inviting 
spaces in and along the river. Communities want to be 
able to boat, swim, fish, and host youth programming 
in the river. Stewardship of  the river should also be 
seen as a leisure activity for the community. The river 
should also be used as a connector that strengthens 
connections to other neighborhoods, rather than a
divider. The City should work with stakeholders to 
build on existing and near-term investments and
leverage them as pivot points for local economic
development. Make the river an asset for local
residents, but also an attraction for visitors who can 
then come into the business district to support
small businesses. 

Visitors enjoy the African American Heritage Water Trail on 
the Little Calumet, developed by Openlands in partnership with 
the community.
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 Job Creation and Opportunities

Many communities along the river are home to
industries that pollute the surrounding air and water. 
Not only do communities want to see these harmful 
practices end, but they want to see green jobs replace 
them. Communities want a transition from heavy
industry to clean jobs and safe, affordable
neighborhoods. Safe jobs in the region should not 
endanger workers’ or community health. The permit 
should be coupled with increased strategies that
ensure the benefits development creates go to the
community it’s in. We must balance the need for
CSO notification with potential negative impacts on 
riverfront businesses.

Health and Safety

In order for current and future Chicagoans to see the 
river system as the City’s second waterfront, they must 
first trust the health and safety of  the water. The City 
must address the continued and persistent poor
perception of  the water’s quality in a transparent and 
meaningful way. Water should be swimmable in all parts 
of  the city, including where there are currently fewer 
uses of  the river. Community members want to see
water and air quality addressed jointly, not siloed, as 
many communities along the river experience both
simultaneously. If  the air quality makes it unhealthy
to be outside, residents will not be able to enjoy
water quality improvements. Once Chicagoans trust the 
water’s quality (or at least know how to check its quality 
for themselves), they still face accessibility issues. Safe 
access to the river includes infrastructure such as river 
edge trails and walkways, but the river is also lined with 
industry (heavy truck traffic, smog from those trucks, 
etc.). Related, communities want to reexamine the
equity of  existing land uses and zoning in which areas 
are being cleaned up and which are labeled for
industrial use. Seawalls also present a concern (if  
someone falls in, how do they get out?), as well as the 
benthic layer, which could stir up pollutants during 
restoration projects. Beyond the river, an overwhelmed 
sewer system presents numerous economic and public 
health issues (respiratory illness from mold and
stress-related ailments) for residents who experience 
chronic flooding and basement backups.

OAI, Inc.’s High Bridge program trains crews to maintain green 
infrastructure installations. Photo courtesy OAI, Inc.

Public Education

Public education should connect green stormwater 
infrastructure interventions to avert street flooding, 
basement backups, and discharges into the rivers and 
Lake Michigan. Community members want greater 
public education on how the river system interacts with 
the wastewater system. There are key stakeholders
who can advance public education through their
connections to those who recreate on the river,
homeowners, and others across the city. They include 
but are not limited to contractors, plumbers,
fishers, kayak rental companies, yacht clubs, marinas, 
and harbors. Individual homeowners should be
proactively encouraged to apply stormwater solutions 
such as rain barrels, downspout disconnection, and
native gardens on their property. 

Public Notification

To encourage and normalize recreation, the City needs 
to raise awareness of  the many existing access points 
along the river, while also informing existing and 
potential recreators of  how to access the latest water 
quality, so people know when it’s safe to go out on
the water. There should be a single, unified system
for public CSO notification, and access to that
information should be widely known and easy (some 
of  the stakeholders involved in this process could
partner to promote public notification).
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Chicago’s Chief  Sustainability Officer Angela Tovar welcomed
participants during this initial community meeting. 

OvERvIEW

The first full meeting of  the NPDES Community 
Working Group had 18 participants from 11
organizations and City of  Chicago staff  in attendance. 
The purpose of  this meeting was to provide impacted 
community groups an introduction to combined sewer 
overflows (CSOs), their regulation by the National
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES)
permit, and an overview of  the proposed meeting
process to discuss the City of  Chicago’s
NPDES permit.

PRESENTATIONS

Angela Tovar, Chief  Sustainability Officer, City of  Chicago
Margaret Frisbie, Friends’ Executive Director

Tovar and Frisbie welcomed everyone to this
collaborative process to address the City’s NPDES
permit with community advocates. This group has
the opportunity to write equity and ambitious
environmental goals into the draft permit.

John Quail, Friends’ Director of  Policy and Conservation

Quail provided a brief  history of  the sewer system, 
how it works now, and how it results to CSOs. He gave 
an overview of  the process and topics for six meetings 
to be scheduled April through July of  2021. 

DISCUSSION / INPUT

Below are responses from community groups,
based on the presentation and explanation of  the
meeting process.

• This permit should reflect all the good work the 
City is doing and plans to do. It should also
determine how community groups can partner with 
the City on some of  the goals for planned work. 
This can be a driver for connection/partnership 
with other agencies to unite behind a common goal 
to get funding to tackle resiliency, flooding, water 
quality, and elevate all our communities in a way 
that’s equitable.

• We don’t want to fail to be prepared at the right 
time to get funding for this crucial effort. Congress 
is considering a public works bill, there are the
State Revolving Funds (SRF), and the City is
implementing provisions of  the American Rescue 
Plan – focusing on the reauthorization act and 
potential infrastructure bills. The City is excited to 
collaborate with communities and environmental 
groups who have expertise in or can partner
for funding.

John Quail, Friends’ director of  policy and conservation, provides 
a history of  the sewer system and our problems with combined 
sewer overflows.
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• Since this draft permit was issued, there have
actually been federal legislative changes that could 
help write a better, more creative, more ambitious
permit around green infrastructure (GI) and 
broader, more integrative planning.

• We should consider when USEPA should be 
involved, particularly for the integrative planning 
amendment in the CWA, which addresses
leveraging funding and getting credit in the City’s 
permit for things they are doing under
other permits.

• IEPA is on board with this process; the City 
reached out formally a couple weeks ago and spoke 
with the director. They support this process and 
look forward to seeing what we come up with.

• What is the level of  specificity we want to put
into the permit - would the permit typically say 
something like, “we’re asking that green
infrastructure be used” or would it be more
specific, like X number of  acres of  GI will
be installed?

• It’s a range: there are times where a permit may say 
we’re going to build this park, in this way, such that 
it achieves this level of  retention; there are other 
times where the permit will include a program 
achieving X capture per year and over the last
15 years things have moved more towards a
programmatic level of  planning. It can be
either, but it’s more powerful when it’s dynamic.

In 2011, after a record number of  hearings before the Illinois 
Pollution Control Board and with support of  elected officials 
across the region, new water quality standards were approved to 
protect people.
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Breast cancer patients and survivors rowing on the Chicago 
River. Photo courtesy of  Recovery on Water.

The North Branch, Main Stem, and South Branches of  
the Chicago River; Cal-Sag Channel; and Little Calumet 
River are designated for general use which includes 
swimming. Bubbly Creek and the Chicago Sanitary and 
Shipping Canal are designated for incidental contact.

• This led to discussions about inequities on the 
North and South Sides. Although recent upgrades 
in the water quality standards have required the 
entire river system be protected for primary
contact, recreational access and facilities have not 
been developed equitably. Also, the water quality 
should be the same for everyone in the City, but 
because of  pollution inputs, that’s not the case. 

Maggie Dwyer, Executive Director of  Recovery on Water 
(ROW) and client of  the Abrams Environmental Law Clinic 
at the University of  Chicago Law School

Dwyer described her organization’s existing uses of  the 
South Branch, Bubbly Creek, and the Chicago Sanitary 
and Ship Canal. A synopsis of  the presentation’s main 
points below:

ROW is a rowing team for women diagnosed with 
breast cancer and operates from the Eleanor boathouse 
at the mouth of  Bubbly Creek. Traditionally ROW has 
rowed both on Bubbly Creek and the Chicago Sanitary 

OvERvIEW

The goal of  this meeting was to discuss the impact
of  CSOs on river and community health. A few
presentations provided an overview of  the legal
requirements of  the NPDES permit. Community 
groups then shared impacts they experience first-hand 
and their visions for the river. Twenty-eight participants 
from 15 organizations and City of  Chicago department 
staff  attended. 

PRESENTATIONS

Rob Weinstock, Assistant Clinical Professor of  Law at the 
Abrams Environmental Law Clinic at the University of  
Chicago Law School and Brenna Darling and Josh Armstrong, 
students of  the Clinic

Weinstock provided a legal overview of  NPDES
permit requirements. They explained a few key legal 
terms in the CWA and State of  Illinois regulations that 
set the framework for NPDES permits generally and 
the obligation of  permit holders to protect existing and 
designated uses of  the waterways. A synopsis of  the 
presentation’s main points below.

The USEPA CSO policy, which has also been
incorporated into the CWA, imposes even more
stringent standards on so-called “sensitive areas.” 

Sensitive areas include those used for primary contact 
recreation or activities that involve human contact with 
the water. In particular, the act requires the elimination 
or relocation of  CSOs from sensitive areas, whenever 
possible. The City’s permit must spell out how the
City will meet these objectives of  reducing,
eliminating, or treating outfalls into sensitive areas.
The Illinois Pollution Control Board (IPCB) also sets
use-designations for each state waterway, which are
part of  the water quality standards that must be
maintained by the City’s permit.

9
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Community Impact
April 12, 2021
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• Show that in a segregated system, we can come to 
sustainable solutions. We also need to disrupt the 
traditional approach of  protecting and investing in 
our waterways based on the density of  people in 
certain areas.

Extending the river taxi route can connect more neighborhoods
to each other and to the river.

Health and Safety

• Seawalls make it very hard to get out of  the river, 
so that is a safety concern.

• We could get people to understand CSOs by
connecting it to their lives, like basement backups 
and flooding.

and Ship Canal, but team members have had to go to 
the hospital because of  infections they’ve contracted 
from water on Bubbly Creek.

ROW’s greatest concern is rowing on the Chicago
Sanitary and Ship Canal because of  barge and boat
traffic. It’s unsafe, but they choose to row there –
as opposed to a protected area of  water like
Bubbly Creek – because of  the water quality.

DISCUSSION / INPUT

The following discussion, organized by themes, was in 
response to these presentations and questions posed to 
community groups about their experiences of  the river 
and visions for its future.

Gentrification

• Gentrification often occurs when environmental 
standards are raised for post-industrializing
neighborhoods, decreasing affordable housing.

• Need a balance between the environmental,
sustainability side and the community component.

The entire Chicago River system needs to be protected as a blue-green corridor of  connected public open space that
allows and encourages human access and wildlife species to move naturally.



• The pollutants deposited in the river are of  equal 
concern to those after a large rain event. Many of  
those deposited pollutants are going to be
disturbed, kicking that pollution back into the 
waterway. We need to address the benthic layer to 
realize our ultimate goals and capping it should be
a regular goal for areas with recreation access.

Access to the River

• We need a long-term plan and vision for the river, 
knowing there will still be industry on the river, but 
that we should be able to access it increasingly
over time.

• In Pilsen, nobody goes to the water or water’s edge 
because it’s primarily a planned manufacturing
district with metal shredders and warehouses.

• Accessibility is about the infrastructure; people 
won’t make it to these parks unless they can walk 
safely on a sidewalk.

• In many neighborhoods there’s almost no access 
to the water to even look at it. People need inviting 
spaces and for the water to be inviting.

• It would be wonderful to have a waterfront park
for recreating or swimming, but this doesn’t even 
cross peoples’ minds because communities are 
combatting poor air quality, resulting from industry.

• We want to use the river for recreation, rowing, 
swimming, boating, fishing, and so on.

The River as a Connector

• Use the river as a connector rather than a divider to 
strengthen connections to other neighborhoods.

• Let’s have the water taxi come down further south, 
let’s swim and fish, there could be urban swimming 
programs for children who don’t have the
opportunity to get to the lakefront.

Experiencing the river in a new and novel way at the 2021
Summer Float Party.

• The most visually striking thing is the plants and 
the animals, and if  they find a way to make their 
home in those areas that goes a long way to
connect with people too.

Economic Development

• Our vision for the region’s waterways is for them to 
be productive, accessible, and useful in every sense, 
like a river way extension, so everyone has the
opportunity to develop businesses with
waterfront access.

• We should continue to build on existing
investments and leverage them as pivot points for 
local economic development.

• Build community gathering space that is an asset 
for local residents, but also an attraction for
visitors who can then come into the business
district to support some of  the small businesses. 

• Sometimes local economic development gets 
overlooked because it’s surrounded by wealthier 
communities, so groups are constantly fighting for 
resources and looking for angles, to benefit the 
community and local economic development.
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Couple Investment with Changing Perception of  
the River

• One challenge community groups face is the 
continued poor perception of  the river, of  water 
quality, of  smell issues, saying our project is going 
to fail because people still don’t want to gather by 
the river. 

• Despite receiving tens of  millions of  dollars for 
restoration work in an area, there is still a really 
negative perception of  the river, so transparent, 
meaningful water quality improvements would be
a huge win for our community and
economic development.

• We find that the number one thing that changes 
people’s perception of  the river is the interaction 
with wildlife or plants and animals. 

• Consider the transparency of  reporting on
the health and loss of  income and
economic investment.

• Need more education on how the river system 
interacts with the wastewater system.

Seeing wildlife, such as this painted turtle, builds awareness that 
the river’s health is improving and the connection that people have 
with nature.

Urban Rivers’ Wild Mile on the North Branch includes floating 
wetlands that connect visitors to the idea that the river is alive.

Priority Areas 

• Define what highly impaired means within an urban 
setting that includes economics, as well as race, 
income, etc.

• Include language in the permit that designates
approaches to prioritizing solutions in
environmental justice areas and identify heavily
impaired portions of  these waterways as having 
higher standards or stricter guidelines.

• Identify sensitive areas and then address CSOs in 
those areas as soon as possible. Give higher priority 
for CSOs in an area where people already go into 
the water or fishing or would really like to
would be.

12
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OvERvIEW

This meeting was centered on interrelated planning 
and program initiatives and funding opportunities. The 
City’s priority list and financial discussions at the local, 
state, and federal level should include eliminating CSOs 
and reducing their impacts. The goal was to identify 
financial opportunities to that end. Twenty-six
participants attended from 17 organizations and City 
of  Chicago department staff.

PRESENTATION

City staff  from Chicago Department of  Transportation 
(CDOT), the Chicago Department of  Planning and
Development (DPD), and the Chicago Department of  Water 
Management (DWM)

The presentation was an overview of  their work as it 
relates to the City’s NPDES permit and took questions 
from the community groups.

CDOT and DPD struggle with planning and
funding maintenance for green infrastructure (GI)
projects they’ve installed over the last several years, 
their plans do not include it and it’s difficult to get 
funding for. 

Green infrastructure projects include permeable paverers, a great 
alternative to blacktop.

The Chicago Department of  Planning and Development
discussed green infrastructure initiatives and maintenance needs.

DISCUSSION / INPUT

The City could get bids and estimates from
contractors, if  the goal is to outsource maintenance. 
There was excitement about the opportunity for job 
creation to maintain the City’s existing and future GI 
installations and opportunities to incorporate programs 
such as the Civilian Climate Corps. 

The agencies could unify on the number of  dollars 
needed for GI. Though CDOT does not depend on 
State Revolving Funds (SRF), the DWM is funded
primarily through SRF, so this group could advocate 
for SRF be allowed for funding maintenance. National 
organizations (NRDC, Earth Justice) have staff
focused on just GI issues, so the City could partner 
with them to bring Chicago’s experiences and needs as 
concrete examples for their lobbying efforts.

For sensitive areas designation, the US Army Corps
of  Engineers’ (USACE) studies could bring in and
justify further funding, which could then leverage 
philanthropic funding. Once areas are identified, we 
can work toward eliminating CSOs there and that could 
unlock dollars by creating an imperative. It’s often
required to go in and change the sewer system in a 
designated area and that we could use SRF funding for. 
The South Branch PAC is an example of  leveraging 
community input to achieve protection
and enhancement. 

Community Meeting 3
Interrelated Planning & Program Initiatives and Funding Opportunities 
May 26, 2021
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OvERvIEW

The topic of  the June 9 meeting was reducing inflows, 
which include methods of  slowing or capturing water 
where it lands to decrease the amount sent to the
combined sewer system or spreading the flow out 
over time. Green infrastructure (GI) best management 
practices (such as rain gardens, rain barrels, vegetated 
swales) and large-scale capital improvements ongoing 
or planned can supplement our grey infrastructure, 
while reducing the amount of  water going into the
system. Thirty-five participants attended from 14
organizations and City of  Chicago department staff.

DISCUSSION / INPUT

Equity and Public Health

The permit should incorporate the environmental
justice criteria laid out in Biden’s Justice40. There could 
be equity criteria around future development with 
green roofs and so on.

The permit should layer in health aspects (such as
urban heat island effect) and the economic benefits
of  GI. The public health perspective is important to
lift up.

Heavy rains can cause combined sewer overflows and wash
sewage, litter, motor oil, road salt, and other pollutant into
the river.

The group has seen direct impacts of  CSOs (such as 
mold in flooded basements) and their health impacts 
(such as respiratory illness and chronic stress).

With the passage of  the Air Quality Zoning ordinance 
this year, all industrial uses of  any size, must now 
adhere to the Sustainable Development Policy. There 
should be an effort to update requirements for
industrial use in the future.

Public Education and Access to
Existing Programs

We need to make the connection between GI and
alleviating basement backups, flooding, etc. Private 
property owners, professionals that work with
homeowners (such as plumbers, contractors, etc.), and 
others have an opportunity to engage with this work 
and amplify the message about sustainable practices or 
at least ones that don’t worsen the situation for
homeowners. Private  property can augment what’s
being done at the government level.

Sierra Club would like to find ways to increase the IQ 
for businesses and professionals leveraging programs 
and information that already exists. Workshops for
professionals can help expand the messaging to
the public.

The group also discussed what can be done at a 
smaller, individual scale. Grants for green alleys should 
be available for individuals and could be maintained 
through community cleanup events in the summer 
months. Differences in yard elevation should be
considered when installing alleys to prevent backyard 
flooding from raised asphalt roads. Individuals can 
create green roofs on their own, but residents do not 
know how to find the requirements, regulations, etc. 
As we know, incorporating native plants can help with 
infiltration, so residents should be encouraged to plant 
their own native gardens.

Community Meeting 4
Reducing Inflows
June 9, 2021



The Space to Grow program is a partnership between 
the Department of  Water Management (DWM)
partners with the Metropolitan Water Reclamation
District of  Greater Chicago (MWRD), Chicago
Public Schools, Openlands, and the Healthy Schools 
Campaign. It teaches children and neighborhood
families, both the connection and the benefit of  GI
as part of  the solution to flooding. The Center for 
Neighborhood Technology’s RainReady program could 
also be a resource. RainReady policies and practices 
help property owners and communities reduce their 
risk of  flooding, become more climate resilient, and 
create healthy buildings and green neighborhoods. 
RainReady approaches are tailored to the specific
needs of  each building and community.

DWM has a program restricting the amount of  water 
that enters our system, controlling inflow rate. Though 
this is not GI, it has a good track record for controlling 
basement backups and in effect CSOs. Some may see
it as a nuisance because of  water in the curb line, but
it is effective, so there is an opportunity to do public 
education that would help residents understand that 
their street is flooding so their basements are not.
Additionally the DWM identifies and models these 
“choke points” to leverage sewer replacement and
alleviate areas that flood.

Daniel Webster Elementary School in West Garfield Park is 
part of  the Space to Grow partnership which installs playlots 
designed to capture rain where it falls. Photo courtesy of
Space to Grow.
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Trees reduce soil erosion, mitigate flooding, reduce heat island 
effect, and improve air and water quality.

Large-scale, Citywide Existing Opportunities

Trees are GI. The Chicago Region Trees Initiative and 
others have quantified the collective benefit of  urban 
tree canopy in reducing flooding. Getting trees
recognized as GI and crediting developers/property 
owners for saving or planting trees is something groups 
have worked on integrating in the Cook County
WMO (Watershed Management Ordinance)
technical guidance.

The group was also interested in the link between our 
urban forest and stormwater management, and
whether or not these conversations could include the 
Department of  Streets and Sanitation Bureau of
Forestry, the urban forestry advisory board (when it
is formed), and a more comprehensive plan for
managing the health of  existing trees and planting new 
trees. While the City is increasing investment in the 
urban canopy with tree plantings, we must ensure trees 
are healthy and have space so their roots can access 
oxygen and water.



The stormwater ordinance is tied to current
development, so the City is looking at a stormwater 
trading program called StormStore, a pilot program at 
the MWRD. The groups want to be sure the program 
doesn’t worsen flooding in some areas while letting 
developers off  the hook. But what are the solutions in 
highly impervious areas, so they don’t become more 
intensely impervious? While we want to keep offsite 
storage from being an incentive for developers, the City 
center has a great deal of  capacity, which could help 
offset needs in areas with less.

Stormwater utilities have been implemented around the 
country and are possible for municipalities in Illinois. 
These utilities charge landowners a utility fee, based on 
impervious surface on their site.

The City released a 2014 Green Infrastructure Strategic 
Plan, which included initiatives for building GI (capital 
projects, permeable streets, and bioswales), completing 
a GI study (to determine costs and benefits), rainfall 
frequency analysis, and creating a citywide stormwater 
management plan (establishing long-term vision and 
implementation strategy for grey and green stormwater 
management). The City could create this citywide plan.

There are federal level opportunities for green jobs to 
come to the City; full time employment with a fair wage 
would be impactful for some communities.

There should be an ordinance to add native plants to 
landscaping, which help enhance infiltration. 

Vacant lots and large parking lots (especially those of  
closed shopping centers) could be used for GI.

The City and MWRD are doing great work focused 
on volume reduction. Nutrient reduction should be 
considered as part of  volume reduction. However, not 
all GI projects are suitable for treating nutrient, and 
nutrients are something to consider at the planning 
stage of  GI.
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Excess nutrients impair water quality and lower dissolved oxygen 
levels which harms and can kill aquatic organisms.

Data Collection

DPD’s Sustainable Development Policy is a tool to 
incorporate sustainable strategies into development 
projects, such as improving energy efficiency, exceed 
the stormwater ordinance, etc. The group asked if  the 
City collects data on the performance of  these sites. 
The 2016 update included an online format where
developers could list the strategies they’re using, but 
DPD doesn’t necessarily follow up with inspections or 
track displaced gallons (runoff) going into the sewer 
system. One suggestion was that Space to Grow’s data 
collection could be a model for how the City could
collect data on these sites.

Given that the permits are issued for five years, if  data 
were collected on current performance that could be 
used to determine how much GI is needed for the 
amount of  predicted development and be included in 
future permits. 

The Chicago Department of  Buildings leads
stormwater review and tracks data of  total detention 
volume, total rate control to a volume, control volume, 
what types of  GI practices are chosen and post
construction inspections to confirm those practices
are in place. The group requested this data.



One idea was to leverage the work the City and
MWRD have done with data collection to develop a 
model that projects the amount of  water that will
enter the combined sewer system (building in climate
projections) and then model how much GI could be 
used (and where) to help reduce CSOs. If  the City 
agencies and departments unified on the numbers of  
stormwater capture, GI needed, etc. and presented
that jointly to federal legislators, there could be less
competing for/division of  federal funding.

The group would like to see pilot programs with
lessons learned that feed into future implementation 
goals for multiple green infrastructure types, starting 
with green alleys.
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A permeably paved or “green” alley is designed to capture
rainwater where it falls and reduce flooding, combined sewer 
overflows, and runoff  pollution.

With their deep roots, native plants are a great way to reduce flooding and water pollution, create habitat, and
improve the aesthetics of  the river’s edge.



OvERvIEW

This discussion focused on reducing the impacts of  
CSOs. The meeting started with a presentation by Stacy 
Meyers, Senior Legal Counsel at Openlands. Thirty-two 
participants from 16 organizations and City of  Chicago 
department staff  attended this discussion.

PRESENTATION

Stacy Meyers, Senior Counsel, Openlands

The USEPA’s Use Attainability Analysis (UAA)
process demonstrates the type of  recreational uses
attainable for a body of  water and then proposes
criteria for those uses. Since the water quality has 
improved, people are embracing Chicago’s second 
shoreline, and recreational users are more abundant in 
many areas of  the Chicago and Calumet River system. 
Because of  that, primary contact recreational use, like 
swimming, is warranted in a number of  stretches in the 
Chicago River system.

Stacy Meyers discussed recreational use protections that which 
include swimming. They were approved in 2011 but are not
yet enforced.
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In 2011 and 2012 the Illinois Pollution Control
Board adopted the USEPA approved new primary
contact recreational use designations for portions of  
the Chicago area waterways (CAWS) in five segments, 
in addition to the Main Stem of  the Chicago River, 
which has always been primary contact use. These 
segments included the lower North Shore Channel to 
its confluence with the North Branch of  the Chicago 
River to the South Branch. The Little Calumet River 
from its confluence with the Calumet River in the 
Grand Calumet River to its confluence with the
Cal-Sag Channel and, lastly, the Cal-Sag Channel itself.

Recreation is occurring in all of  these places and
continues to increase, so, in response, these recreational 
use designations were strengthened. The criteria to 
meet these standards also had to be set in order to 
protect people in and on the water, and that meant the 
MWRD had to disinfect at its O’Brien and Calumet 
wastewater treatment plants but Stickney has yet to 
include disinfection.

DISCUSSION / INPUT

Equity

• With the General Iron campaign, we’re seeing 
certain communities cleaned up and other areas 
labeled as industrial use. That’s going to be the use 
for a long time, which has raised the issue of  equity 
in zoning and permitting.

• Environmental justice (EJ) groups get a bad rap for 
saying we just don’t want anything, but it’s not true. 
We see other parts of  the city getting some really 
nice amenities for their communities, and we’re 
starting to say these are the kind of  developments 
and things we actually do want to see in our
community. We’re changing the way we’ve talked 
about the vision we have for the Calumet River.

Community Meeting 5
Reducing the Impacts of Combined Sewer Overflows 
June 23, 2021



• We would like to have sustainable jobs that are not 
going to make people sick. This calls to mind the 
“just transition.” How do we transition from fossil 
fuels and other dirty industry to building a
workforce with green jobs that are not going to 
harm the ecosystems there? There’s also an element 
of  restoring them back to a place where wildlife 
and people can thrive and have safe, clean
green jobs.

Federal law also designates that Sensitive Areas must be
protected to protect people and wildlife. It is imperative that they 
are equitably distributed all along the river system.

• We silo air and water quality, but for those living in 
these neighborhoods, trying to enjoy this natural 
resource, it’s challenging to contend with the issues 
of  pollution.

• Cumulative toxins on the Southwest and Southeast 
Sides are the highest in the City; it’s time to move 
into a new era. There is funding trying to support 
this transition, but so far it’s been very difficult to 
connect people with these training programs.

• Community groups do not want industry with 
permits for toxic emissions or that privatize profits 
and externalize costs and toxins at the expense of  
people’s health. 

• The tension between fighting to shut down
industries versus enforce the permits they do have 
is always an ongoing conversation. Many of  these 
industries are operating without current permits. 
They are not regularly monitored, and the
self-testing they do is flawed so fighting for
enforcement feels like a full time job. 
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• The City needs to bring this information to the 
community, so people understand the processes 
for these permits and what kind of  information 
they could share with decision makers. Community 
groups can be the bridge between the City and the 
community by sharing information on their website 
and during community meetings and also bring the 
community’s concerns to the City.

• It’s even harder for the community now that
industries are paying attention to the way EJ groups 
advocate for their communities. 

• Community groups want to see dedicated riverfront 
access for recreation, but there are fears that it’ll 
price out existing residents. Gentrification is a
concern for the Calumet River community. Can 
a river that provides leisure also be an affordable 
place to live?

Access to the River

In some neighborhoods, industry lines the river, so
residents cannot access it. Some of  the roadways
between the river and the neighborhood (such as
Cermak or Blue Island) have very heavy diesel truck 
traffic, which contributes to poor air quality.

visioning

• Cleanup and stewardship are values that community 
groups want to include as part of  leisure and
recreation. These programs could also include 
building rain gardens, doing trash cleanup, and 
reducing CSOs through other means.

• Groups want the Wild Mile on the South Branch; 
there could be three wild miles going north to 
south through all the neighborhoods. Those are the 
kinds of  privileges that people on the South Side 
would love to see equitably distributed.



Job Creation

• Communities want clean energy jobs.

• There are industries who have been funded to do 
job training programs, but it’s been very hard to 
connect with these. 

• A process that phases out polluting industries must 
be a transition to new opportunities and the new 
industries, such as solar companies that come to 
Chicago with the passage of  the Clean Energy
Jobs Act.

Couple Investment with Changing Perception of  
the River

• We’re still in the process of  changing people’s 
minds of  what the South Branch can be, and we’re 
still a couple steps away from the community at 
large being ready to jump in or do any sort
of  recreation.

• People’s understanding depends on where you’re at 
in the City, the resources, what their life is like, their 
perception and what’s realistic is also going to be 
totally different.

• There’s both the requirement to meet the standard, 
and what we can do to demonstrate that standards 
are being met so people trust the safety of  the
water. So when they’re not aware of  CSOs, which 
will continue to decrease, they know when it’s safe 
to interact with the water and when it’s not.

Current Uses on the River

• In the last five years, there has been a spike in
community members using the Calumet River for
a recreation where there are more natural areas,
staying away from areas with heavy industry. 
There’s a marina club, boy scouts are out, people 
are windsurfing, and we’re seeing neighbors with 
their kayaks. 
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Litter Prevention

• The Chicago Department of  Streets and Sanitation 
and the Delta Institute completed a comprehensive 
waste strategy for the City of  Chicago, released July 
of  2021. There’s an opportunity for a better system 
that reduces waste and increases diversion and
recycling. Within the context of  water, source
reduction is the most relevant for this
conversation: How do we think about upstream 
interventions? How do we prevent something from 
getting thrown away? How do we think about the 
lifecycle of  something?

Volunteers participate in litter clean ups along the river such
as this one at Beaubien Woods. NPDES permits require
dischargers to keep the waterways litter free.

• The easiest way to control floatables is to keep it 
out of  the waste stream. Otherwise, we can study 
existing waste and use data points to fine tune 
things such as street sweeping, where we place 
garbage cans, how often they get emptied, and how 
weather impacts those things. Coordinate across 
sister agencies such as the Chicago Park District 
and Chicago Housing Authority.



Engaging Key Stakeholders

• Communities are so important to lead in and define 
the process, to express their needs, priorities, values, 
and identity. The African American Heritage Water 
Trail and Altgeld Gardens are examples of
this inclusion.

• When it comes to recreational activities on the 
water, who are the stakeholders and communities 
to engage on these more technical conversations of  
health of  the water? 

• Companies, whether kayak rental companies or 
nonprofits that teach how to kayak, stand up 
paddleboard, etc., seem to be missing from the 
conversation. 

• Yacht clubs, marinas, and harbors provide
rentals for their members and guests, so there’s 
an opportunity to connect with stakeholders that 
already have a population of  residents, members, 
and guests of  those spaces.

Canoe and kayak rental companies are key stakeholders.
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• River cleanups can be a part of  this education 
about the water. There are river cleanups hosted 
by the Chicago Sierra Club group and the
Surfrider Foundation. They just did a river
cleanup on the Chicago River but
haven’t engaged.

• These stakeholders could be translators between 
environmentalists and stakeholders recreating on 
the river.

The City and the Chicago Park District are investing in new 
parks and natural areas in the Calumet region on Chicago’s 
South Side. Big Marsh Park provides opportunity for recreation 
and respite. Photo courtesy the Chicago Park District.



OvERvIEW

After several meetings with the NPDES Community 
Working Group, Friends provided community groups 
a space to ask any questions about the process thus far 
and provide any feedback they felt uncomfortable
sharing with the larger calls with City staff. Eleven
participants from nine organizations attended
this discussion.

PRESENTATION

Joshi Radin Flores, Pilsen Environmental Rights & Reform 
Organization (PERRO) and Anna-Lisa Castle with both
the Alliance for the Great Lakes and Neighbors for
Environmental Justice

Flores and Castle led the discussion by sharing why it 
was important to them and their communities to be 
involved in the NPDES permit process:

• Fundamentally, the river is a commons and when 
we share resources in common, it is important to 
protect those resources.

Joshi Radin Flores from PERRO shared why it’s important to        
participate in these conversations.
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• For small community organizations with a
waterfront that is largely occupied by industry, it’s 
important to be in conversation so we’re plugged 
into the resources, relationships, and the future of  
a river and a habitat that is going to change quickly 
and continuously, and where we can expect hotter, 
wetter weather and more flooding.

• We know that in our region wetness and water are 
our greatest strength and greatest liability in the 
face of  climate change, but increasingly it’s not
always possible to maintain separate bodies of  
water that take our wastewater away from the lake. 
So it’s not only an environmental justice issue to 
keep our lake and our river clean for communities 
that have for so long borne the brunt of  industrial 
pollution and been excluded from processes such as 
the NPDES permit, but it is also vital to the health 
of  the entire Great Lakes, to Lake Michigan; it’s 
precedent-setting.

• It’s important we have dialogues about what the 
community wants, so the City is aware and we meet 
the goals of  the permitting process in full measure. 
A strong NPDES permit will show we can protect 
our water and the people whose lives depend on it.

DISCUSSION / INPUT

The group then split up into breakout rooms of  three 
to four participants for small group discussion around: 
community members’ experiences with basement back 
ups, flooding, and CSOs, as well as current and future 
uses envisioned for the river system.

• Benefits of  the permit, whether it’s clean water,
access, floatables controls, and so on, must be
equitably distributed, something we don’t see in the 
City right now.

• You bring people to the river and sell it as an
amenity, but people in the area see it as an
open sewer.

Community Meeting 6
Mid-Point Community Check-In
July 13, 2021



• Basement backups can be catastrophic for
homeowners and impact home values and equity in 
substantial ways. The anxiety that comes with every 
forecast of  heavy rain and trying to protect your 
basement is gut wrenching. The extra expense for 
cleanup after yard flooding, seepage and water from 
drains takes a toll on a home’s brick foundation.

• CSO events are a nuisance because you can smell 
it and flooding prevents residents from using the 
small amounts of  green space they can access. It 
gets in the way of  people enjoying these amenities.

• Even if  you’re not adjacent to the river, you’re
experiencing the impacts of  flooding.

Flooding along the North Branch of  the Chicago River.

• Developers have clients who want to engage the 
river, but when there are CSO events, it reveals that 
it’s not a clean resource all the time.

• CSOs have an impact on wildlife and habitat, 
especially some of  the interventions groups such 
as Urban Rivers have done on Goose Island or the 
City with the Riverwalk; the impacts CSOs have on 
those restoration projects and investments should 
be accounted for.

• One person bought a stand up paddleboard
because he saw someone else doing it. The more 
people get out on the water, the more others will 
see what’s possible.
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• We want to use this resource as it should be and 
build an ecosystem that is healthy and thriving in
an area that once wasn’t. Get to a point where it’s 
fishable and swimmable because we have
the technology.

• We need green design solutions for single, two-flat, 
and up to six-unit constructions. We need public 
education around rain barrels, rain gardens,
downspout vaults, sidewalk pavers and beyond.

• There should be industrial water reuse and we need 
to stop discharges to the river.

• Provide technical assistance and funding for
industries that may have sustainability plans but are 
unable to currently implement them.

• Community-determined river use should be
a priority.

• Lake Michigan diversion impacts the water quality 
of  the river system. We need to think about how 
the City and MWRD use that to meet water
quality standards and how that should be treated in 
the future.

• Who’s missing from these conversations? Though 
there are many community groups attending these 
meetings, there are many who are not.

The river system provides ample opportunity for high quality 
habitat such as Flatfoot Lake at Beaubien Woods where beavers 
and other native wildlife species live.
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OvERvIEW 

Public notification is the means of  informing the
public of  the existence and location of  CSO outfalls, 
when CSOs occur, possible health and environmental
impacts of  CSOs, and recreational or commercial 
activities that should temporarily cease as a result of  
CSOs. Public notification is of  particular concern for 
recreation areas directly or indirectly affected by CSOs. 
Twenty-four participants from 15 organizations and 
City of  Chicago department staff  attended.

PRESENTATIONS

Margaret Frisbie, Executive Director at Friends of  the
Chicago River (Friends)

Frisbie provided best practice case studies for how
Louisville, KY; Washington, D.C.; New York; and
Boston comply with this permit requirement. Friends 
of  the Chicago River initiated Overflow Action Days to 
build awareness of  CSOs and how individuals can help 
prevent them. In Friends’ last fiscal year Overflow
Action Days alerts went out to over 2,300 email
recipients and 18,400 social media followers.

Ed Staudacher, Principal Civil Engineer at the
Metropolitan Water Reclamation (MWRD)

Staudacher provided the current notification
framework from the MWRD. The MWRD sends
out emails and texts to anyone who signs up on their 
website and currently have 800 people signed up.

Svetlana Taylor, Technical Program Director at Current

Taylor gave an overview of  H2Now, a technology
that can estimate microbial water quality in real-time.
Because the Chicago River system is so complex, 
they’ve been collecting and analyzing data for
three years.

The goal is to obtain real-time information about the 
microbial water quality of  the river and educate the 
public on improvements to the river and changes in 
water quality.

Note: H2Now has gone live since this meeting.

DISCUSSION / INPUT

Public Notification and Recreation

• Public notification could include the location of  
CSO outfalls for recreators. 

• For those who take people out on the water or 
provide access (boat launches, schools, park district 
programs, kayak liveries, etc.), they should receive 
these alerts and can amplify the message. However, 
businesses may not want to send a message that 
the water quality is impaired for that day because it 
could affect business. We need to be aware of
different interests as we broaden notification.

Current provided an overview of  their goals for their Chicago 
River real-time data monitoring.

Community Meeting 7
Public Notification
July 14, 2021



making the message Widely Accessible

• When deciding on the notification message people 
receive, we need to balance the scientific vs. general 
message to public.

• The park districts (Chicago Park District or Skokie 
Park District) should have a method to alert people 
during a CSO event without having to sign up for a 
text alert. This could be displays by parks or
something on bridges (like on the tollways) about 
water quality. 

• There is a system called Plus Pool that has LED 
lights and signs that change colors to indicate the 
status of  the water quality. 

• Boat launches could have signage (red, yellow, 
green light). 

• We can’t expect recreationalists to check four
different websites before they get out on the
water – the MWRD, Chicago, and relevant suburbs 
need one unified system we could jointly publicize 
so people know where to look.

• Local journalists could connect air quality and 

water quality when it hits a certain threshold. This 
wouldn’t have to be daily but could be on a radar. 
In the past, Friends tried engage the media,
paying attention to weather and what the potential 
is for CSOs with the Overflow Action Days.
Because Friends is not a government agency with 
authority, meteorologists never picked it up. How 
do we turn this into something we’re directing
together at the media in real time?

Water Quality Data

• The different entities testing water quality should 
report their data in one place for people to
easily find.

• We have a good idea when and where we have 
CSOs, but we need more information about what 
the water quality in the river is at all times. 

• The MWRD should work with Current to integrate 
the information they are gathering with
notifications sent.

• CSO monitoring resets at midnight, so we should 
add functionality that would keep it yellow for
48 hours?
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Best practices for combined sewage overflow awareness include real time notice and multiple forms of  onsite and
electronic communication.



OvERvIEW

The goals for this meeting were to identify where
sensitive areas are on the river and prioritize them. 
Though we need to eliminate all CSOs, we first need 
to prioritize the places where there is primary contact 
recreation and the most risk to human health, which 
will help inform our work going forward. Eighteen 
participants from 14 organizations and City of  Chicago 
department staff  attended.

The 1994 USEPA guidelines on CSOs require
designation of  sensitive areas and a plan for CSOs. 
Sensitive areas is a legal term defined as: waters with 
threatened or endangered species, waters with primary 
contact recreation, public drinking water, and shellfish 
beds. Primary contact includes swimming, activity near 
or close to water where someone might ingest it,
kayaking, jet skiing water skiing, and so on. 

The NPDES permitting authority determines these 
areas. The long term CSO control plan should (a) 
prohibit new or increased overflows and (b) eliminate 
or relocate overflows that discharge to sensitive areas, 
whenever physically and economically achievable. The 
USEPA requires this be economically achievable but 
has not spelled out the cost to benefit ratio. 

DISCUSSION / INPUT

Observed areas where people are getting into the water 
(this list is not exhaustive, only represents what came to 
mind as the group discussed):

• Near Lake Michigan there is a lot of
paddling activity.

• Goose Island
• Anywhere we know there are rowing teams, boat 

launches, canoe and kayak liveries.

• Bubbly Creek
• Bubbly Creek to Cal-Sag Channel is secondary 

contact even though primary contact is
happening in the major portions on
that waterway. 

• Recovery on Water will file a petition to Illinois 
Pollution Control Board to reclassify portions 
of  Bubbly Creek as primary contact.

• Chicago Rowing Foundation at Clark Park - kids 
get splashed regularly and occasionally fall in. They 
row from north of  downtown up to River Park and 
have a regatta at the Skokie boathouse. 

• River Park has a summer fishing and canoe
program for kids ages 6 and up.

• Confluence on the North Side.
• Jet skiing in Cal-Sag Canal where the Little Cal 

comes in (around Halsted).
• Richard Daley boat launch on Western – jet skis 

and boat access, wading.
• There are many private docks on the

Little Calumet River.
• Harms Woods to LaBagh Woods.
• There are students at NEIU who go to Gompers 

and other areas to gather mussels, and Urban Rivers 
is doing that too.

• Recovery on Water rows six days a week out of  the 
Eleanor street boat house.

• Canalport River Walk and Bridgeport side trail 
along Bubbly Creek are seeing increased uses.

Equity

Heavy enough uses in certain areas warrant the
sensitive areas designation, but when we define
sensitive areas as those currently used (for kayaking, 
swimming, wading, etc.), we risk doubling down on 
investment on places that already have a great deal. 
Where are places being eyed for development or
being ignored?

Community Meeting 8
Sensitive Areas
July 28, 2021
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We need to think ahead to where people want to see
access and where we anticipate use will increase. If  
there is no access to recreation then those areas will
not be protected. Defining sensitive areas as those
currently used, keeps dirty water dirty and used
water used. 

Sensitive areas should take into account existing
burdens. Cumulative impact may contribute to our 
understanding of  what constitutes a sensitive area. 
Through this discussion, we’ve learned the legal
definition is vague, so this permit should take an
intersectional and forward looking approach. Are there 
opportunities to build into the permit language that
accounts for new sensitive areas? Or ongoing
evaluation process? We can write conditions that
promote new designation and can modify the permit if  
conditions change. The IEPA can designate whatever it 
wants – based on community behavior.

The Collateral Channel would be the best opportunity 
for those in the Pilsen/Little Village areas to gain river 
access, but there is a temptation to use those slips for 
barges, which can reduce trucks on roads and has its 
own benefits to the community. There is a concern that 
if  we don’t plan for the future, those properties might 
get locked into industrial usage for 100 years and could 
block off  their potential access – if  and when it would 
become safe to recreate there.

Greater investment needs to be made to provide access to the river 
for all communities such as this river-edge trail in Pilsen.

Wildlife

Can sensitive areas include habitat and species? There 
are threatened species in the river: banded killifish are 
found in the Little Calumet at Halsted. Before the River 
Park dam was removed, we sampled and found a lot
of  fish species below the dam and now they are
moving upstream. Removal of  dams could justify
reassessing the permits because there may be species 
that are threatened but not included, and we can decide 
that new species are sensitive. 

Urban Rivers and Shedd did fish surveys around 
Bubbly Creek recently after significant CSO days and 
recorded zero dissolved oxygen throughout. IDNR 
found over 200 dead catfish and bluegill, and it was 
unbearable smelling, right next to new dock at the art 
center The new River Park Nature Center is testing 
river water and recently found high nutrients,
presumably due to both runoff  and CSO events.

Dam removal projects such as this one at River Park in Chicago, 
provide fish and aquatic life passage and improve paddler safety.

Boat Launches and Stormwater Projects

The map of  boat launches along the Chicago
and Calumet River systems should be updated. There 
are various stormwater project plans that include
building boat launches. There is an opportunity to 
connect recreational access on the Cal-Sag Channel to 
proposed MWRD stormwater projects.
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Appendix A
Community Feedback and Survey Responses

What’s been your experience with flooding and basement backups?
Flooding in my childhood 
basement measured in 
stairs covered. Geysers 
in my current basement 
during a hard rain event 
about 13-20 year ago 
until we disconnected the 
downspout and replaced 
sidewalks with permeable 
pavers. 

In the massive flood in 
spring 2020 our floating 
gardens were pushed to 
their limit, river water
exceeded the seawall 
which cause damage to
our gardens and the
surrounding habitat.

I haven't had any. I'm a 
renter not a homeowner, 
too.

In our house for 45 years. 
Used to have a lot of 
backup flooding, but it's 
been much better in recent 
years, almost nothing 
(North Center area).

None personally.
Neighbors to the west 
(Albany park) have had 
some.

I live in Chatham since 
1957 and the home flooded 
and neighbors homes 
flooded. The anxiety that 
comes with every forcast 
of heavy rain and trying to 
protect your basement is 
gut wrenching. The extra 
expense for clean up after 
the yard flooding and the 
seepage and the water 
from the drains takes a toll 
on your brick foundation. 
The Chicago bungalow 
needs a special repair 
which is costly and
affording a preservation 
mason is difficult to find.

What’s been your experience with combined sewer overflows (CSOs)?
Closed beaches, flooded 
streets before the
McCormick Blvd. section 
of deep tunnel was
completed > 40 years ago.

CSOs not only smell and 
look terrible, we've come 
to associate them with 
low oxygen, fish kills, and 
large increases in trash, 
floating and caught on 
instream obstacles. 

I stay out of the lake after 
heavy rains.

They're out there! and they 
stink!

Foul odors in the paths 
along the river trail.

It can take longer for water 
to move out of Chatham 
sewer lines being at a 
lower elevation like a 
bowl.

How do you currently use the river?
Canoeing, Kayaking, 
occasional fishing. Two of 
my kids row out of Clark 
Park with CRF. 

We work daily on the river 
as well as supporting a 
volunteer program that has 
up to 50 people kayaking 
and picking trash on the 
river in a given week. 

I have kayaked, and enjoy 
the nature trails along the 
river where they exist. 

Mostly walking/hiking 
along trails, like the new 
one from Clark Park north 
hooray! and showing off 
downtown Riverwalk to 
out of town visitors and 
design professionals.

Kayak, fish, birding,
running (path).

I love the river walk and 
the water Taxi.

How do you hope to use the river in the future?
Canoeing, kayaking, 
fishing, rowing, which all 
require swimmable water 
quality.  

The river can be an 
ecological artery through 
the heart of Chicago. The 
riparian area can link
forest preserves on the 
north and south suburbs, as 
well as creating areas safe 
for migratory bird passage, 
among other types of 
dispersal in the region. A 
green corridor through the 
city would also increase 
the recreational value
immensely, and would be 
a valuable teaching tool 
or source of inspiration 
for conservation of other 
areas. 

I want to go swimming :) Hope to take up canoeing 
or kayaking, something to 
get out there, for physical 
and well-being reasons, 
and to enjoy the great 
improvements. 

More recreational uses. I like to tour the
architecture along the river 
on a water tour boat and 
relax.

What concerns do you have about current and future uses?
Water quality should be 
continually improved 
because human contact 
continues to increase via 
boating. I do not advocate 
swimming due to potential 
entanglement, currents, 
and lack of lifeguards.

The fragmented way in 
which spaces along the 
river are developed, and
a lack of ability to
meaningfully impact the 
river in areas where it's 
needed the most. 

Equity issues between 
north and south sides. 
Climate change and more 
frequent flooding. The lack 
of public awareness or 
green building entities to 
assist homeowners in
taking proactive actions.

I'm concerned about the 
South Branch. A lot of 
attention in downtown and 
going north, but the South 
Branch is a huge asset, 
and a lot of the land is 
owned by MWRD - which 
is a good opportunity to 
work with them to do 
something.

Safety concerns as the 
river is used more actively.

My concern is that it may 
become unsanitary if too 
many CSOs occur.
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What are you interested in advocating for?
Improved water quality, 
technical and financial 
assistance to industry to 
promote decentralized
on-site reuse.

The ecological potential of 
an abused industrial river 
system that could be
applied to rivers
worldwide.

A healthy, accessible, 
swimmable river with 
healthy ecosystems, and 
community-determined 
uses. And Asian Carp
supper clubs.

Land use along the river 
has always been my main 
concern, going back to the 
beginning of Friends, but 
the water quality issue is 
important.

Birding and kayaking 
along the river.

I would advocate for 
protecting the wildlife that 
depends on the river and 
keeping it save for our 
enjoyment.

What motivates you to advocate?
My life motto is "leave 
the place better than you 
found it" from childhood 
girl scouts. I live on the 
river and my kids row in it.  
It's a shame that kids who 
live along the river in my 
neighborhood have limited 
or no access to it. This is 
a missed opportunity to 
grow future environmental 
stewards.

Most people want their 
river to be something 
they can be proud of, but 
they don't know how or 
who to turn to. And urban 
environments will only 
expand, underscoring the 
need to understand how 
to develop rivers within 
urban areas sustainably.

Love of nature,
commitment to social 
equity, desire for livable 
futures.

The river is an asset that 
few other cities enjoy, and 
we need to make the most 
of it. I'm so proud of the 
work Friends volunteers, 
staff, and board have 
made over the years. It's a 
Harvard Business Review 
case study of how to create 
and build an incredibly 
valuable community
organization.

Making the world a better 
place for my kids.

The city is known for its 
waterways and the history 
of how Chicago grew from 
the swamp that ws first 
discovered. We need to 
preserve that history and 
strive to keep it clean and 
healthy for all.

What tools, resources, or support do you need to advocate?
Subsidized boat rentals, 
school canoe field trips 
offered, canoe summer 
camp.

Money & influence. Reasons why
community groups should 
get involved. Resources 
for homeowners facing 
flooding issues.
Presentations to give to 
housing assistance orgs 
on flooding prevention 
and healthy watershed 
practices.

Not sure, sorry. Concise informational 
sheets that can be shared 
via social networks.

More public education 
about what we can do to 
keep it healthy. We need 
communications team 
to help with community 
outreach.

Do you have the time and capacity to advocate yourself or would you prefer to sign onto a letter, appoint an 
involved NGO, or other?
I'd be happy to do both. Our NGO is willing to 

work with any other 
organization that wants to 
build up the ecology of the 
river and help Chicago's 
residents participate in 
those rewards.

Sign a letter, appoint an 
NGO, or attend/speak at 
meetings not organized by 
me, get on other orgs
agendas to make
announcements regarding 
these meetings.

I'm good at phone calls 
and meetings if that helps. 
And I can write or edit if 
needed.

Sign onto a letter. I think that a letter to sign 
on would help since our 
NPDES does not have the 
capacity to do outreach on 
a broader level.

Any other thoughts you’d like to share with us?
Potable water reuse is 
currently prohibited by IL 
primary drinking water 
code (35 IAC 611.231c) 
"no direct recycle of
sewage."  Thirty-four 
states have reuse policies 
and regulations, but IL 
does not. The easiest 
place to start is to promote 
decentralized on-site 
industrial reuse to reduce 
discharges to rivers (for a 
cleaner river) and sewers 
(to reduce sewer baseflow 
to prevent CSO events). 
The airports are also a 
good place to start reuse 
projects.

Sadly many people have 
a hard time grasping what 
CSOs are.

Thank you for doing this! Don't tell Margaret what 
I said about swimming in 
the river!

Thanks for all the great 
work.

Appendix A (Continued)

Community Feedback and Survey Responses



• Confirm sewage ordinance passed.

• ILGA HB0418 – ban on mass balloon releases, 
track and could be added to Pollution
Prevention Plan.

• Is there an opportunity to connect this work to 
Justice40, environmental justice criteria laid out in 
Biden’s executive order?

• The pollution prevention plan, a requirement of  
the NPDES permit, is an opportunity to include 
sustainability efforts the City is doing that are
connected to pollution prevention, such as
reducing single-use plastics and the recently
released waste study.

• There is a rule that vendors/restaurants on the 
Riverwalk can only use single-use items because 
there isn’t the infrastructure for dishwashing. There 
should be a better solution to this, as those items 
are immediately next to and therefore likely to end 
up in the river.

• The City’s current website for water is very
outdated and an updated version could include 
information about CSO public notification, the 
permit process and progress, etc.

• Deeper participation in the Chicago-Calumet
River Watershed Council to advance nature-based
solutions to stormwater management.
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Appendix B
Additional Items to Discuss and Investigate

We encourage the City of  Chicago to engage on these topics with the community groups.

People are paddling, fishing, wading, and swimming in the Chicago and Calumet Rivers, or wish they could.
Combined sewer overflows, stormwater, and litter pollution put them at risk.
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Appendix C
Participants of the NPDES Community Working Group

Abrams Environmental Law Clinic at the University of  Chicago Law School 
Alliance for the Great Lakes
Chicago Department of  Planning and Development 
Chicago Department of  Transportation
Chicago Department of  Water Management
Chicago Office of  the Mayor
Coalition for a Better Chinese American Community
Current
Environmental Law & Policy Center
Friends of  the Chicago River
Geosyntec
Greater Chicago Legal Clinic
Illinois Environmental Council
Little Village Environmental Justice Organization (LVEJO)
Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of  Greater Chicago (MWRD)
Metropolitan Planning Council
North River Commission
Openlands
People for Community Recovery
Pilsen Environmental Rights & Reform Organization (PERRO)
Recovery on Water
River Park Advisory Council
Sierra Club, Illinois Chapter
South Branch Park Advisory Council
Southeast Environmental Task Force
Urban Rivers



 In 2017 Friends of  the Chicago River and Metropolitan Water Reclamation District Commissioner Josina Morita 
launched the Big Jump, an advocacy event intended to build awareness of  the river as a recreational asset and the fact 
that much of  it is protected for swimming, a protection that is currently not being enforced. Photo courtesy of
Dan Wendt and the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of  Greater Chicago.




