Public Land Natural
Area Assessment
Opportunities for Habitat and Connection
A project of Friends of the Chicago River

The Opportunity
The 156-mile Chicago River system flows through Lake, Cook, DuPage and Will counties and is home to all kinds of wildlife
including over 70 species of fish; hundreds of species of birds; and beavers, minks, muskrats, turtles, and river otters. Alive with
activity, the river flows through one of the most populous regions of the country and is increasingly recognized as a natural,
recreational, and economic asset. To understand how the river can best be protected, connected, and improved for people and
wildlife, Friends of the Chicago River partnered with Arcadis U.S., Inc. to conduct a comprehensive assessment of all public land
along the entire system. The purpose was to develop a tool that would allow us to share this information and develop and promote
a natural/blue green corridor of open space.

The Tool
Our team established a ½ mile corridor on either side of the river
as relevant to our effort. We collected data from local, state, and
federal records such as ownership, land use, soil classification,
protected natural areas, and trails. Satellite imagery was used to
“walk” the river to discover the type of bank (i.e., bulkhead, rip
rap, or natural slope). High-resolution satellite imagery was used
to calculate the vegetative health and specific plant species.
These data layers come together in an interactive mapping tool
that can be searched, explored, and analyzed to provide a deeper,
richer understanding of the living Chicago River system.

Chicago River views: Mill Creek in McClaughry Springs Woods,
Palos Park (left), North Center neighborhood, Chicago (right).

What we did
We created the Public Land Natural
Areas Assessment Web Mapping
Application to provide Friends and our
partners and stakeholders a dynamic
interface to view, query, and assess
environmental and human use conditions.
What we found
• 37,000 acres of open space
• 300 miles of existing trails
• 494 miles of planned trails
• 400 miles of natural shoreline
• 33% of the project area are public
parcels (49,200 acres)
• And an enormous amount of
opportunity to create and connect
healthy and accessible landscapes.
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Opportunities for Habitat and Connection
We Want to Work With You
By mapping the entire waterway for the first
time we are able to see the river as a system and
understand current conditions and opportunities
for protection and improvement.
The effort enables us to work with the public
and private sectors to develop projects that
embrace the Chicago River system as a natural
blue/green corridor protected for people and
wildlife, and serve as an environmental amenity
at the same time that it serves as an economic
one.

Get into specifics
The tool provides a dynamic
dashboard that allows us to
filter through vast amounts of
information and dive deep into
single parcels, examine parcel
groups together, or interpret
aspects of the system as a
whole.
Extraordinary in its depth, the
tool makes information such as
land ownership, the location of
natural areas or flood plains,
and the presence of existing or
planned trails and trail
connections immediately
available. This data can be used
to develop new initiatives and
strengthen existing ones.
Benefits for All
A river system that is healthy for plants
and animals is healthy for humans too.
Protecting open and green space, providing
ecological opportunities alongside
recreational amenities, and creating green
infrastructure networks is a win-win
opportunity. This mapping tool can drill
down to understand land along the river
and inform ideal project locations to
maximize local and watershed benefits.

In partnership with:

A healthy river corridor provides access to recreation for people, habitat opportunities
for animals, and a healthy environment for all

Founded in 1979, Friends of the Chicago River is the only organization solely
dedicated to the improvement and protection of the Chicago River system.
Friends’ award-winning education and outreach programs, public policy and
planning efforts, and on-the-ground projects have laid the foundation for the
river to become one of world’s greatest metropolitan rivers.
Find out more about Friends of the Chicago River at
www.chicagoriver.org

