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North Shore Conservation Projects Show Success 

Work Near Glencoe, North Shore Channel Aimed at Helping Wildlife 
 
Friends of the Chicago River’s partnership with volunteers and other organizations on two 

conservation efforts along Chicago’s North Shore this year was aimed at improving wildlife 

habitat and helping with flood prevention. 

Veteran and first-time volunteers alike helped make an 18-month land restoration collaboration a 

success at Watersmeet Woods near Glencoe. And on the North Shore Channel, volunteers 

launching canoes from Damrich Rowing Center in Skokie this summer planted nearly 2,000 

Lizard’s tails and water willows along the waterway. 

Watersmeet Woods  

Funded by the Illinois Clean Energy 

Foundation's community stewardship 

grant and private donations, this latest 

effort at Watersmeet wraps up in 

October. Enthusiastic volunteers, led 

by site stewards Eileen Sutter and John 

Berg, spent more than 450 hours using 

saws and loppers to remove invasive 

plant species such as common 

buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica), 

glossy buckthorn (Rhamnus frangula), 

multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora), and 

alien honeysuckles (Lonicera spp). 

Additional educational events at 

Watersmeet included seed collecting, a 

spring ecology and wildflower walk, and a late-summer mushroom identification outing. The 

events were designed to encourage the community to visit their local Cook County Forest 

Preserves site. 

Under the oversight of Friends of the Chicago River Conservation Programs Specialist Maggie 

Jones, the project also included raising private funds, organizing volunteers, and creating social 

media accounts to connect with active and prospective volunteers. "The site stewards, Eileen and 
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John, were invaluable in this project. Their leadership and dedication led the way in welcoming 

volunteers and meeting project goal," Jones said. 

With the funds raised, contractors supplemented the volunteer work using mowers and other 

heavy-duty equipment clearing nearly 10 acres of invasive plant species. Friends is also working 

with the Cook County Forest Preserves to install a kiosk onsite to educate the public on the value 

of such work in improving wildlife habitat (more conducive to turtles and other creatures) and 

flood prevention (native plants absorb runoff better) and advertise future volunteer work days. 

"Large organizations just don't have the money to do all that is necessary to keep these rare 

ecosystems alive, so a large volunteer base is needed. The loss of biodiversity is a loss for all 

humankind," said Berg. 

Sutter noted that the area is now home to sneezeweed (Helenium autumnale), boneset 

(Eupatorium perfoliatum), cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis), and great blue lobelia (Lobelia 

siphilitica). "Two years ago, it was full of buckthorn and very little else," she said. 

"Monarch butterflies and bumblebees are now nectaring and gathering pollen from those native 

plants," Sutter added. "Nature was our first home, it has always fed our bodies and our spirits and 

continues to do so." 

Watersmeet is a 160 acre complex of wet prairie, savanna, and floodplain and gets its name from 

the location where the Middle & East Forks of the Chicago River join. It has been a regular 

nesting site for various birds of prey, woodcocks, and turtles. In recent years, this has also been 

the site of a great blue heron rookery. 

North Shore Channel 

Friends partnered with the Shedd Aquarium to plant 1,892 Lizard’s tails and water willows in an 

effort to improve water quality and habitat for fish and other wildlife. Friends’ Paddle and Plants 

initiative used canoes to ferry volunteers onto the waterway where they sunk plants along the 

banks of the waterway. 

The plants come from Country 

Road Greenhouses in Rochelle.  

Lizard’s tails can grow to about 

three feet tall and are marked by 

large heart-shaped leafs and a citrus-

like scent. They are also deer-

resistant though attractive to native 

insects, the latter of which provide 

food for fish and birds. When they 

are planted in the water or flood-

prone areas, the plants serve as 

habitat for fish and improve fishing. 

a native perennial noted for its tiny 



and fragrant flowers that droop tail-like atop slender stalks. Lizard’s tail (Saururus cernuus) is a 

fast-growing and hardy plant that thrives in moist and shady areas. 

The flood-resistant water willows (Justicia Americana) are used to stabilize streambeds and 

shorelines. They also provide shelter and habitat for fish.  

The North Shore Channel starts in Wilmette and flows through Skokie, Evanston, and 

Lincolnwood to the North Branch of the Chicago River at Foster Avenue. The eight-mile-long, 

12-foot-deep man-made channel was completed in 1910 to increase the flow of the Chicago 

River by drawing in lake water to flush away pollution. 

Today it is home to beavers, muskrats, coyotes, white tailed deer, and a great variety of fish 

include white bass, channel catfish, largemouth bass, bluegill and crappie. The bird population 

has also improved with sightings of kingfishers, great blue herons, green herons and back-

crowned night herons. 

Friends of the Chicago River is an award-winning nonprofit organization whose mission is 

to improve and protect the Chicago River for people, plants and animals. With over 14,000 

members, volunteers, and online advocates, Friends works to make the river greener and 

more accessible, while building awareness of the benefits that a clean, healthy river can 

bring to the surrounding community. Friends of the Chicago River is working to make the 

Chicago River one of the world's great metropolitan rivers. For more information 

visit www.chicagoriver.org. 
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