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Executive Summary

Once polluted and fenced off, the Chicago River system has become the focus of much 
activity. Walkers, joggers, and cyclists navigate the riverwalk downtown while kayakers and 
boaters share the water. New boathouses on the north and south branches beckon people to 
the river’s edge while forest preserves invite people to explore beyond the city.

Advocates such as Friends and our partners have worked tirelessly to clean up the river and 
raise awareness. We have seen improved water quality and a new interest in embracing the 
waterway. Developments in downtown Chicago and beyond are now turning towards the 
river instead of turning their backs on it.

Not to be lost in all of this is wildlife: the birds, fish, insects, and mammals that call this 
area home. Over 70 species of fish can be found in the river. Wildlife of all sorts can be seen 
on its banks including beaver, muskrat, mink, snapping turtles, great blue herons, and even 
river otters. Researchers with the Urban Wildlife Institute, a Friends partner, report coyotes 
in Lincoln Park, otters in the Calumet, owls near I-94 and Cooper’s hawks in our gardens. 
Each year millions of migratory birds stream through the city and suburbs which provide 
critical resting points along the Mississippi Flyway. Though we live in an urban center, this 
region is home to a diversity of plants and animals, many of which depend upon the river.

As we envision a revitalized riverfront and river trail system, we need to consider ways to 
include this wonderful wildlife and protect the river corridor. The time for this is now.
As our urban footprint sprawls into the open space around us, we pave over habitat that 
could otherwise absorb and filter stormwater. Developing our open space coincides with the 
onset of climate change, which is expected to increase storm activity. Increased rainfall in 
our climate-changed future, combined with less open soil available to absorb it, will mean 
more flooding. Heavy rainfalls will also result in more sewer overflows and stormwater
runoff entering the river system, impacting water quality. Not only this, but climate change 
may alter habitat conditions and migration patterns in the area.

The good news is that many of the benefits of creating a healthy blue/green river corridor 
system which benefits people and wildlife overlap: open space provides recreational 
opportunities while absorbing and filtering rainwater and connecting habitat and migratory 
corridors. A healthy river system for plants and animals is a healthy river system for 
people as well. Accommodating both humans and non-humans just requires a greater 
understanding of our natural environment. It also requires creative thinking on how trails 
can best serve the creatures that make up the natural environment. And, because our river 
system covers so much ground, it will require collaboration.

The work laid out in this report shows how we can plan a regional trail system that unites 
the people, plants, and animals along the 156-mile Chicago River system. This report 
outlines our vision: a unified river corridor shared by people, plants, and animals. We 
invite you to share in our vision and take steps to make it a reality.
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Purpose and Objectives

The creation of this report involved hours of research into practices that protect the 
Chicago River as a natural resource and integrate wildlife into the urban setting, 
connect natural open spaces, and create avenues for humans and nature to thrive together. 
By creating this report we hope to build awareness of the need for and support of  a
multi-faceted trail that extends beyond the human realm and incorporates planning and 
construction strategies that consider the plant and animal worlds.

We started out by looking at trails and how to connect existing gaps along the river system. 
In the process, we realized we needed to make clear that trails were more than what they 
connected: they are strips of landscapes unto themselves that support ecosystems, provide 
green infrastructure, and filter stormwater. By highlighting these natural components, we 
can create a trail system that has benefits far beyond a mere pathway. This research provides 
a lens for viewing the Chicago River system as an ecological haven, painting an image for 
what an ecologically harmonious riverfront trail system could look like.

There are many miles of trail throughout the entire Chicago metropolitan area, and many 
more that are in the planning process. However, there is no central planning organization, 
landowner, or government entity that has the authority or scope of mission that will result
in a continuous river-edge trail system. A well designed, interconnected continuous trail 
system would open up the river and connect important natural areas while creating an 
increased understanding of their values and needs. The purpose of this report is to lay the
foundation for comprehensive trail development that integrates people to our unique
natural resources along the Chicago River system.

Rather than focus on point-to-point transit routes only, our intent is to inform
on-the-ground development of a continuous trail along the Chicago River system,
including best management practices on how wildlife can remain an integral part of such
a system. We seek to guide the process and provide valuable information for the planners, 
designers, and citizens engaged in the work needed to create this system of trails. In this 
way, we can create avenues for experiencing and understanding our natural landscapes
and the river and improving them. In doing so, a well thought out river trail will connect 
people to the river and nature and protect and improve the open space along
the waterway.

This report is divided into three chapters: The first describes our vision for a continuous 
riverfront trail, one that connects the people, plants, and animals of the region. Key to this 
vision is the idea that our urban wildlife have every much of a right to be on and in our river 
system as human users do. As such, we must protect this corridor for plants and animals 
found within the system.
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The second chapter provides context on current trails along our riverfront, what plans have 
been put forth, and who is working to advocate for and advance a continuous riverfront 
path. It also describes some of the animals found along the river corridor and the existing 
natural landscape.

The third chapter introduces key ecological visions and best practices to ensure that these 
goals can be met as a shared trail system is developed along the river.

Throughout this guide, you will find call-out sections that highlight innovative designs,
special considerations, case studies, and suggestions for a holistic trail system that
incorporates wildlife alongside human users as well as information about regional wildlife.

This report is meant to inspire all who care about the river, but may be particularly helpful 
to the planners, designers, engineers, architects, advocates, and others who will work with 
Friends to make this vision a reality. Sustainable development of trails and corridors will be 
an evolving task. We hope those who find inspiration here will explore the recommended 
resources and find new solutions for the riverfront.
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
North American Beaver     Castor canadensis     Mammal

Beavers are large mammals that spend much 
of their time in the water. They weigh 30-50 
pounds and are the largest rodents in North 
America. They eat bark and cambium, the soft 
tissue under the bark of trees.

They build large wood and mud lodges along 
the river where it is possible, and where it is 
not, they nest in the riverbank. They are found 
throughout the Chicago River, even in the
downtown area, where visitors to the Erie Street 
Café report seeing evidence of beavers chewing 
on the outdoor patio.

Other Chicago River mammals: Muskrat,
Porcupine, Raccoon, White-tailed Deer, Bobcat, 
Red Fox, Striped Skunk, and River Otter.



Key Messages

•	 The Chicago River system is a living, natural resource that is home to a wide variety 
of wildlife, each of which has its own inherent worth and needs to be protected and 
provided for.

•	 The river and its adjacent natural lands are essential habitat for these creatures and 
a key stop on the migratory path of millions of birds that pass through Chicagoland 
every year.

•	 Riparian corridors are highly favorable for wildlife but can serve multiple purposes 
for people, too.

•	 If our river system is healthy for plants and animals it will be healthy for people, too.
•	 Connecting and promoting the vitality of the living system that make up this river

corridor is crucial to the wellbeing of us all.
•	 People locally and across the country have learned how to do this well and we should 

apply what they have learned to establish a blue/green corridor all along the Chicago 
River system’s 156 miles.
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
Osprey     Pandion haliaetus     Raptor (Bird of Prey)

Osprey can be found worldwide around nearly 
any body of water including salt marshes, rivers 
and ponds. Osprey nests can be found atop 
dead or dying trees, telephone poles, or other 
tall structures. They use the same nest year after 
year, usually just adding material to repair it.

Osprey are outstanding fish hunters and eat 
very little else. They usually hover over the water 
first to find their prey and then dive into the
water’s surface feet first to grab a fish. Their 
curved claws allow them to pluck fish from the 
water and carry them for great distances.

Other Chicago River raptors: Barred Owl, 
Screech Owl, Bald Eagle, Peregrine Falcon,
Turkey Vulture, Kestrel, and Red-tailed Hawk.
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Chapter 1: The Value of Trails

Why build a trail? There are an incredible number of benefits brought about through
the creation of trail systems. Trails not only improve the quality of life and well-being of 
humans, but also benefit plants and animals along the way.

The Benefits of Trails for People

One of the main reasons to create a trail is to provide a recreational resource to area
residents and visitors. Simply put, people enjoy being able to get outside to ride bikes, run, 
or walk on trails. Trails create places that build a culture of healthy and active recreation as 
well as a respect for nature and public spaces.

Trails also provide a way for people to get around: well-connected networks of trails
allow area residents the choice of cycling to work, walking to the store, or easily transferring 
between one form of mass transit to another. Not only do trails connect people to the world 
around them, trails do so through carbon-free modes, such as cycling or walking, which
will continue to be an important shift to make as cities and regions address issues of
climate change.

By allowing for easy access to active recreation, trails improve the health of nearby
residents1. Additionally, exercising and being outdoors in nature have been shown to have 
mental health benefits, from decreasing anxiety to improving memory and cognition2.

Trails spur economic stimulus along its path as well. Many areas have embraced trails in 
their community as an opportunity to bring in revenue from outside, creating a demand for 
food, beverage, and other services in the area. According to Making Trails Count in Illinois, a 
report from the organization Trails for Illinois, “People spend money locally while using
Illinois trails” on items such as food and beverages, gas and rental cars, and auxiliary
purchases such as shoes, clothes, and other trail gear3.

Trails are also recognized as an investment in a community looking to attract development. 
Friends of the Chicago River’s Our Liquid Asset study demonstrated that communities can 
see a 70% return for each dollar spent on clean water infrastructure and public open space 
along the Chicago River system. These benefits are realized through business income, tax 
revenue, individual income, and jobs4.

Trails and greenways can reduce flooding5. By providing natural green space to absorb 
stormwater, well-designed trails act as a buffer to filter stormwater before entering nearby 
bodies of water. Rivers and river trails can be particularly beneficial for this by creating a 
natural strip of open land to filter the stormwater before it enters the stream. In an area
like greater Chicago, where many municipalities have combined sewer systems, this is
especially important.



The Benefits of Trails for Plants and Animals

Well-planned and designed trails can be a huge assistance to both plant and animal
communities. Reducing flooding and filtering runoff improves water quality for the animals 
who live in and around the river. Additionally, protected trails preserve important habitat 
areas. This is especially important for riparian zones, the strips of land between the stream 
channel and upland areas, which are a critical landscape for wildlife (see below).

These zones of waterside vegetation and wetlands provide streams with bank support and 
stabilization, erosion and flood control, water quality protection, fish and wildlife habitat, 
and scenic beauty. Riparian corridors are highly favorable for wildlife, providing predator 
protection, shade, breeding and nesting areas, and food sources such as insects.
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On the Right Path
The Importance of Riparian Areas

A riparian zone is the area adjacent to stream channels, the strip of land between the stream 
channel and upland areas. Many species of birds, mammals, reptiles and amphibians depend 
on riparian habitats. The individuals in a riparian community have specific adaptations for living 
in repeatedly flooded environments.

Streamside vegetation and wetlands are important components of a stream ecosystem
because they provide bank support and stabilization, erosion and flood control, water quality 
protection, fish and wildlife habitat, and scenic beauty. Plant roots bind soil to stream banks 
and reduce erosion, and deflect the cutting action of swift flowing stormwater, expanding
surface ice, and strong winds.

Riparian corridors are highly favorable for wildlife. 
They are the areas with the most water and the 
densest plant cover, providing protection from 
predators, shade, breeding and nesting areas, 
and food sources. Riparian forests provide critical 
wildlife habitat for migratory songbirds, waterfowl, 
amphibians, mammals and many other species.

Healthy riparian areas improve water quality,
reduce erosion, and attract beneficial insects.
For their lushness and productivity, many
consider riparian areas vital habitat. Creating
green connections among riparian areas would 
enhance the entire Chicago River system 
for plants and animals. 

Note the difference between a healthy riparian area (top of the image) and an unhealthy one
(bottom of the image). Image courtesy of Hoosier Riverwatch IDNR Division of Fish & Wildlife.



Riparian areas intersect with trails and are of incredible significance when developing
pathways for humans. Trails connect larger riparian zones and other habitat areas, such as 
existing forest preserves and parks. This is especially crucial through urban areas and allows 
wildlife to expand their foraging and migration territories. 

Protected corridors of habitat on and along trails protect migration routes. The Chicago
region is part of a number of migration routes: from black-crowned night herons to
monarch butterflies to bats, a variety of important species pass through the area annually.

Trails are corridors that protect local and migratory species as they move from place to 
place. This is even more crucial as, at a regional level, we see these natural connections 
shrinking or disappearing. Trails are an excellent way to accommodate animal traffic as they 
move through urban and suburban areas. The opportunity to preserve open space is of
critical importance as the effects of global climate change become more pronounced.

The Triple Bottom Line

The multitude of trail benefits fit into what is referred to as the “triple bottom line” of
sustainability: the ability to serve environmental, social, and economic needs of an area6.
The presence of trails improves habitat quality and connections; provides equitable means 
for active transportation options; improves the health of communities along the trail; and
serves as a lasting investment that pays off by providing economic stimulus through tourist 
spending or development investment along the route.
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
Red Fox     Vulpes vulpes     Mammal

Red foxes resemble small dogs with orange,
reddish-yellow or reddish-brown fur and white 
undersides, with large bushy tails with white 
tips. They eat rabbits, insects, and berries. 

Although they do not live in packs like wolves, 
they are still territorial and each fox defends his 
or her own territory. If possible, they remain in 
their chosen territory for life.

They are shy animals but have found a way to 
survive in urban habitats alongside humans.

Other Chicago River mammals:
American Mink, Beaver Chipmunk, Coyote, 
Ermine,  Groundhog, Ground Squirrel, Rabbit, 
River Otter, Opossum, and Weasel.



These overlapping benefits also allow for planners and communities looking to create a
trail in their community to seek funding from many different sources. By embracing all
or many of these benefits, a proposed trail would be eligible for grants that help pay for 
transportation improvements, recreation projects, and stormwater prevention and
mitigation, among others. Health agencies, such as the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, are interested in funding projects that improve the health outcomes of
communities7, such as trails.

In short, applying a holistic approach to trail planning that incorporates people, plants and 
animals realizes the multitude of benefits trails provide, benefits that will have a lasting
impact on present and future populations of all varieties.

Key Points
•	 Trails provide overlapping benefits for people, including active recreation

opportunities, alternative transportation options, economic stimulus, and improved 
community health.

•	 Trails also benefit the natural environment: they serve as buffers that absorb and 
filter stormwater, they provide habitat corridors for animals, and they allow local 
wildlife more access to varied ecosystems.

•	 Describing the multiple benefits of trails provides multiple avenues of funding
for projects.

•	 A holistic approach to trail planning also addresses social, economic, and
environmental issues, contributing to regional stability.

Resources
•	 Friends of the Chicago River, Our Liquid Asset: The Economic Benefits of a Clean

Chicago River, available at http://www.chicagoriver.org/issues/planning/
our-liquid-asset-the-economic-benefits-of-a-clean-chicago-river/

•	 Trails for Illinois, Making Trails Count in Illinois, available at
http://www.trailsforillinois.org/maketrailscount/

•	 Rails to Trails Conservancy, Health and Wellness Benefits of Trails and Greenways,
available at https://www.railstotrails.org/resource-library/resources/
health-and-wellness-benefits-of-trails-and-greenways/ 
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Chapter 2: The Lay of the Land
 
Connecting 156 miles of riverfront is a big task. Fortunately, thanks to the efforts of
Friends and our partners, including the Active Transportation Alliance (Active Trans) and 
the Metropolitan Planning Council (MPC), we have seen Chicago and surrounding
municipalities unveil smart initiatives to connect trails and riverfront areas.

An increasing interest in the river has led to interest in connecting the waterway through 
a unified trail system. In 2016, the City of Chicago partnered with the MPC, Friends, the 
Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, and others to produce a report, Our Great
Rivers, which listed a connected riverfront trail as a key objective. The Active
Transportation Alliance has also released their Chicago River Trail Action Plan, which
examines how to connect river trails within the city of Chicago.

As Active Trans has pointed out, we are closer to a connected river trail in Chicago proper 
than many people think: by the spring of 2019, 17 out of 27 riverfront miles within the 
city of Chicago are expected to be served by trails. Of course, the Chicago River system 
runs well beyond the city’s 27 miles. Connecting all 156 miles of riverfront is essential for 
both people and wildlife. As these efforts go forth, the importance of local ecology must be 
brought to the forefront.
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
Green Darner Dragonfly     Anax junius     Insect

North America’s most common dragonfly, the 
Green darner, is a big insect that grows about
8 cm long with a wingspan of 10 cm. This
dragonfly has a dark green thorax and head, 
and a contrasting blue-shaded abdomen.

The darner’s wings are clear, although most of 
the time it turns to a shade of amber as they 
mature, especially in female dragonflies. Green 
darners may turn dark purple or gray in colder 
climates, which allows them to absorb the
sunlight and heat from the sun. They love
hunting insects found hovering over water.

Other Chicago River insects: Ants, Bees, 
Beetles, Cicadas, Damselflies, Fireflies, Luna 
Moth, Monarch Butterfly, and Skippers.



Connecting Trails

It is inspiring to note that more than half of Chicago’s riverfront will be served by trails in 
the near term. Of course, some trail sections are more accessible and better maintained than 
others. Connecting gaps and improving trail quality is a priority for us and our partners as 
trail work continues.

Throughout the region, there are many miles of great trails that extend beyond the city that 
are also continually being developed and expanded. The North Branch Trail recently saw a 
significant extension, connecting northwestern Chicago to the Skokie Lagoons and Chicago 
Botanic Garden in Glencoe. The Cal-Sag Trail connects 26 miles in the south suburbs—
an impressive length along that river corridor—with more sections planned to open. The 
I+M Canal Trail connects neighborhoods and communities and provides active recreation. 
These developments, and the excitement around them, point to now as a critical junction 
in planning a system-wide river trail network. Connecting the gaps is a top priority.

Wildlife

Trail mileage only tells us one portion of on-the-ground conditions for a sustainable,
continuous riverfront path. What about the plants and animals found along the river?
There are plenty of animals along all stretches of the river, whether densely developed
urban spaces or sparsely populated regions outside of cities and suburbs. Herons, egrets, 
mergansers, goldfinches, teals… these are a few of the many bird species found in the
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
Great Blue Heron     Ardea herodias     Waterbird

Great blue herons are the largest herons in 
North America. They are tall waterbirds with 
long, S-shaped necks that have shaggy
feathers. They have long, rounded wings, long 
pointed bills, and short tails. The bills are a
yellowish color and the legs are yellowish-green 
to gray. Great blue herons have gray upper 
bodies, and their necks are streaked with white, 
black and rust-brown. Great blue herons
always live near sources of water, including
rivers, lake edges, marshes, saltwate
seacoasts, and swamps. Males tend to be 
slightly larger than females.

Other Chicago River waterbirds: Black-Crowned 
Night Heron, Cormorant, Green Heron, Gulls, 
Kingfisher, Sandhill Crane, Egrets, and Terns.
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Existing, planned, and proposed trails in the greater Chicago metro area.
Map courtesy of the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning.
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Chicago area. Foxes, deer, coyotes, beavers and river otters are some of the mammals living 
here. There are over 70 different species of fish in the Chicago River, and toads,
salamanders, snakes, and turtles can be found along the river’s banks. Some animals pass 
through the region on long migratory journeys including over 300 bird species, bats,
dragonflies, and others.

Increasingly, the Chicago River has become a focus for development. This can be a good 
thing, if developers and businesses begin viewing the waterway as a natural asset to embrace 
rather than as an environmental nuisance to be blockaded with concrete, sheet piling, or a 
hard edge. As riverfront development continues, sustaining and expanding the natural value 
of the river cannot be lost. It is crucial that design practices, standards, and guidelines are 
established that protect open land all along the river system.

Existing Assets

The greater Chicago region is already home to a great amount of natural beauty and
wonder. The river itself exists as a unifying blue corridor that connects the headwaters of 
Lake County to the confluence downtown to the South Branch and beyond. Over 32,000 
acres of riverfront land is owned by the public through a number of public entities,
including the Forest Preserves, the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District, various city 
and municipal park districts, and others. These public lands belong to everyone and must
be utilized to benefit all. 

Fortunately, many agencies have plans to protect and improve our natural areas. The
Forest Preserve District of Cook County has listed restoring natural spaces, connecting 
wilderness areas, and adapting to our changing environment as goals in their Next Century 
Conservation Plan8. In Our Great Rivers, the City of Chicago has said it seeks to preserve 
and enhance the city’s natural riverfront by requiring larger setbacks and adopting
standards that support and increase native riverfront habitat9. Such efforts are laudable and 
should be encouraged; it is also imperative that the landscape throughout the watershed is 
protected and enhanced for wildlife.
 
Our natural assets are part and parcel of a network that connects the region and must be 
viewed as such. Establishing a blue/green corridor across the entire Chicago River system 
would create a network that respects wildlife, ensures the health of plants, and protects the 
overall environment to the benefit of people. Using our public lands and working with
private partners to develop holistic connections is needed to benefit our region as a whole. 

Key Points
•	 There have been a number of very popular river-oriented trail projects in the City of 

Chicago and other regional municipalities.
•	 Of the approximately 27 miles of riverfront within the City of Chicago, over half are 

served by trails.
•	 There are many gaps in a continuous trail network for the entire river system.



Key Points (continued)
•	 The Chicago River system has become an area of increasing development in recent 

years, and best practices need to be established to guarantee river access and riparian 
habitat protection.

•	 The river itself is a blueway that connects together areas across the Chicago region.
•	 We have over 50,000 acres of open space within a half mile of the river system and 

20,000 acres along its banks that can and should be improved for public access,
wildlife habitat, and stormwater management. Natural assets complement trail plans 
by providing the landscape for people and wildlife to travel throughout the region.

•	 These parcels should be connected for wildlife using best practices that provide
multi-use point to point connections that encourage a human a connection to the 
river and wildlife safe passage, food, and shelter.

•	 Creating a blue/greenway corridor along the Chicago River system is a natural way 
to protect important habitat areas while providing space for people and wildlife.

Resources
•	 Active Transportation Alliance, Chicago River Trail Action Plan, available at

http://activetrans.org/our-work/bicycling/chicago-river-trail/
•	 Active Transportation Alliance, Complete Streets Design Guides, available at

http://atpolicy.org/resources/design-guides/
•	 Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, Northeastern Illinois Greenways and Trails 

Plan, available at http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/mobility/walking-and-bicycling/
greenways-and-trails/

•	 Illinois Department of Natural Resources, Illinois Wildlife Action Plan, available at 
https://www.dnr.illinois.gov/conservation/iwap/pages/default.aspx/

•	 Illinois Department of Natural Resources’ Fish Surveys are available online at 
https://www.dnr.illinois.gov/fishing/Pages/FishScience.aspx/

•	 Metropolitan Planning Council, Friends of the Chicago River, the City of Chicago, 
and the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, Our Great Rivers, available
online at http://greatriverschicago.com/

•	 Forest Preserve District of Cook County, Next Century Conservation Plan, available at 
http://fpdcc.com/downloads/FPCC-NCCP-full-report.pdf/
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Chapter 3: Ecological Vision and Best Practices
  
There is strong recognition of the many benefits for people and communities brought by 
trails. Many communities also recognize the important impact trails have on the local
environment. Below are a number of ecological goals, strategies, and guidelines to create a 
Chicago River trail system to inform and inspire its creation.

Trail Planning That Embraces Wildlife
 
The natural riverfront is a shared resource. Articulating the benefits of protecting it
must be part of any trail vision along the river. These benefits will encourage and inspire
stakeholders to become involved in planning a river trail in their community. Incorporating 
ecological and habitat concerns alongside recreational and transportation goals will ensure 
that a truly sustainable trail is realized.

The riverfront is a complex ecosystem. It is important to enlist the assistance of ecologists 
and other specialists to conduct an assessment of the natural areas to guide the planning 
process. Planners in Colorado used information from a comprehensive ecological
assessment to understand environmental considerations and to route the trail with that
information in mind (see page 16). Likewise, local residents possess local knowledge and 
expertise that outside experts may not be aware of. Listening to nearby residents is key to
protecting what is important.
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
American Toad     Anaxyrus americanus     Amphibian

American toads have short legs, stout bodies, 
and thick skins with noticeable warts. Their skin 
contains many glands that produce a poisonous 
milky fluid, providing these toads with excellent 
protection from many of their predators. This 
poison is only harmful if it is swallowed or if it 
gets in the eyes.

The skin color of American toads is normally a 
shade of brown, but it can also be red with light 
patches, olive, or gray. The bellies are a white or 
yellow color. Toad skin color changes depending 
on temperature, humidity, and stress.

Other Chicago River amphibians: Bullfrog,
Chorus Frog, Northern Leopard Frog, Pickerel 
Frog, Spring Peeper, and Tiger Salamander.
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On the Right Path
Best Practices for Environmental Planning: Sand Creek Regional Trail

Sand Creek in Colorado connects the cities of Aurora and Denver. It runs through multiple 
municipalities as well as industrial and developed sites (including old oil refineries and a former 
airport). Momentum to build a trail along the creek began when the adjacent Bluff Lake area 
became protected as the Bluff Lake Nature Center.

To guide the multi-jurisdictional planning processes, a steering committee was formed, made 
up of environmental groups, neighborhood representatives, and interested individuals.
Part of the planning process included a detailed ecological assessment of the area. This
assessment divided the 12-mile planning corridor into 20 segments and estimated the habitat 
quality of each segment. Habitat quality was largely based on plant and animal diversity found 
in the sections along the corridor. Some of the considerations included vegetation type, 
topsoil condition, soil texture, and presence of noxious weeds, as well as the number of animal 
species found in each segment. Segments were also rated based on ability to support a list of 
particular wildlife species and based on their degree of disturbance.

Using information gathered from the ecological assessment, recommendations were made on 
where to route the trail. Higher quality areas were avoided, and every effort was made to route 
the trail along existing and former paths or roads where possible. Suggestions were also made 
on habitat improvement that could take place alongside trail construction and maintenance.

The Sand Creek regional trail provides an excellent example of a multi-party trail planning
process that proactively engaged ecological concerns throughout. By highlighting and
improving the natural characteristics along Sand Creek, the trail attracts visitors from all over 
while allowing space for plants and animals to thrive and move about.

Despite some remaining concrete, the Sand Creek Regional Greenway provides natural habitat 
for many plants and animals. Image from Wikimedia Commons user Jeffrey Beall.



On the Right Path
Community Involvement in Riverfront Restoration: Riverbank Neighbors

Residents living across from Horner Park on the North 
Branch of the Chicago River envisioned more for their 
stretch of riverfront. It was overgrown with invasive
vegetation that shaded the riverbank and crowded out
native plants with greater soil-holding capacity.
Construction debris and household rubbish were
regularly dumped at the site.

To address these problems, Friends of the Chicago River 
sought advice from local ecologists and civic organizations 
and developed a plan to fix the bank and make the river 
more of a community asset. This organized group became 
Riverbank Neighbors.

Riverbank Neighbors cut back overgrown vegetation and
branches, allowing needed sunlight for soil-holding groundcover and built terraces from old 
branches to further reduce soil erosion. They also planted vegetation native to the Chicago 
area, making a psychological link with local prairie restoration activities. This bank
stabilization has improved water quality. The enhanced bank habitat supports more wildlife 
including all kinds of birds, insects, foxes, and turtles. Clearing the dense vegetation and trash 
has created a more open area and the river can be seen quite easily.

The riverbank is now treasured throughout the neighborhood while dumping and other
undesirable uses are no longer tolerated. Nearby Waters Elementary School has developed an 
environmental education program tied to the project, showing students the plants and animals 
native to their area, studying the ecology of urban river systems, and providing opportunities

to learn through community 
service. Students even write 
poems and short stories 
about their experiences.

This example highlights
the latent desire many
communities feel to improve 
their neighborhood. Those
living near the riverfront are 
the most directly exposed
to it. Empowering neighbors
in trail plans will help
advance a connected
riverfront trail and can
ensure stewardship
along its path.
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Pete Leki, community organizer 
with Riverbank Neighbors.



As the planning process unfolds, local voices and concerns also need to be valued so that
the trail will be used, valued, and protected—something especially important for the
protection of our river system. Community involvement will be vital to the continued
success of trail areas and local residents should be included early on in the process. With
a vision and a detailed understanding, broad communication with area stakeholders and 
future trail users can take place.

Key Points
•	 To realize the full potential that trails offer, build a vision that includes people, plants, 

and animals alongside traditional recreational amenities.
•	 Work with ecologists and other specialists to develop a thorough understanding of 

wildlife in the planned trail area; identify signature species of plants and animals, 
threatened and endangered species in the area, habitat quality, and other important 
ecological characteristics.

•	 Reach out to community members to benefit from local knowledge; planners can 
learn a lot from birders, fishers, and other community members about the trail area.

•	 Work with local communities to ensure the trail meets the needs of all potential
users (including people as well as plants and animals).

•	 Use findings from the assessment to build support through community outreach.

Resources
•	 American Trails, Planning Trails with Wildlife in Mind: A Handbook for Trail Planners,

available at http://www.americantrails.org/wild/
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
Channel Catfish     Ictalurus punctatus     Freshwater Fish

The channel catfish, like other catfish, has no 
scales, a single bony spine in each pectoral fin 
and the dorsal fin, and eight barbels around the 
mouth. They have a deeply forked tail and the 
upper jaw is longer than the lower jaw. The body 
can be blue, gray, silver, or almost black.

Channel catfish prefer areas with deep water, 
and gravel substrates, and slow current. They 
are omnivorous and will eat a wide variety of 
items including insect larvae, crayfish, mollusks, 
fish (dead or alive), and even some types of 
fruits and berries.

Other Chicago River fish: Fathead Minnow, 
Northern Pike, Herring, Carp, Salmon, Bass, 
Bluegill Sunfish, Darters, Parch and Trout.



Trails That Make Way for Wildlife

Creating a recreational trail will invite all sorts of new users to the area. How will wildlife 
respond to the increased human presence? There are many proactive strategies that can
help reduce the impact and burden placed upon the ecosystem by the new trail and its
accompanying visitors.

Think of a typical trail with multiple users: often you will see separate, demarcated lanes for 
foot traffic and cyclists. In the same way, think of the many users for a potential riverfront 
trail: recreationalists and commuters, as well as squirrels, deer, foxes, turtles, birds, and other 
wildlife. These different trail users will use the trail differently, and respond to others on 
the trail in different ways. Because of this, it is best to separate users who may have a heavy 
impact on the natural environment (joggers, cyclists, and other human users) from the more 
sensitive wildlife areas. Routing trails away from ecologically-sensitive areas can help protect 
these areas from disturbance. Running trails through lesser quality habitat will avoid
impacting higher quality habitat and create stewardship opportunities along the new trail.

What will future visitors to the trail want? Concentrating areas of heavy human use in 
specific areas can reduce disruption. To be sure, heavy use in some areas will be hard (if not 
impossible) to avoid and some areas will be natural gathering points for trail users. It is
important to understand how this trail will be used by different people, and identify areas 
that can best accommodate all or most of these uses.

Concentrating use can also open up opportunities for education and interpretation while 
limiting disruption to critical habitat in the area. For example, consider a group of turtles 
that have nested in an area along the trail. As people find out about the presence of these
fun creatures, more and more humans will come to visit, increasing traffic and potentially 
creating further disruptions to the area. You can accommodate the different users by
establishing designated viewing areas near locations of known habitat usage, and by using 
natural barriers (such as large rocks and plantings) to prevent people from venturing too 
closely to the protected habitat.

In some trail sections, it may make sense to avoid natural areas altogether, to veer away
from the river and change the route to city streets. This is understandable given potential 
constraints from urbanized portions of the river, and may be desirable when faced with a 
choice between routing the trail on the street and routing it through an important
habitat area.

Streetscapes for People, Plants, and Animals

In areas where it makes sense to route the trail on or along streets, consider following
strategies similar to “complete street” policies (see page 21), which focus on non-motorized 
forms of transportation, such as cycling or walking, and feature narrower streets, protected 
bike lanes, and other amenities to make it safer and more convenient for non-motorists on 
the street. Benefits to ecological communities should be included in streetscapes along the 

                                                                                                      A Chicago River Trail for People, Plants, and Wildlife

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
     Friends of the Chicago River              19



A Chicago River Trail for People, Plants, and Wildlife                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
20     Friends of the Chicago River    

On the Right Path
Native Plants: How They Help Wildlife

Many animals depend on the Chicago River for shelter, food, and reproduction. Natural
landscapes provide areas for birds, turtles, and other animals to nest and establish habitat.
Native plants benefit many of these animals: erosion control and stormwater filtration, both
of which improve water quality; shady areas promote optimal water temperatures for aquatic
habitat; and, by attracting native animals to the corridor, plants re-establish important
ecological niches. As smaller creatures come to thrive among the plants, larger animals will 
follow to find food and shelter. Creating buffers of native plants can also reduce urban stresses 
and create connections to high quality natural areas.

In order to maintain and enhance the ecological functions of the Chicago River, habitat
improvements should be focused on creating environmental buffers; contributing to riverbank 
stabilization; and providing fish, turtle, invertebrate, and bird habitat. In addition, connectivity
between aquatic habitat and the adjacent land should be enhanced and strengthened to
support, protect, and increase habitat areas, land and aquatic habitat alike, along the river.
In order to be successful in these endeavors, each site must manage invasive species.
Invasive species constantly threaten to take over natural areas by minimizing diversity and
monopolizing resources. With these considerations in mind, we can ensure that all living
creatures will have a place along the river to call home.

Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife ‑ An Invasive Species
Rusty Crayfish     Orconectes rusticus     Crustacean

Rusty crayfish can generally be identified by 
their more robust claws, which are larger than 
native crayfish, and by the dark, rusty red-brown 
spots on each side of their carapace. This 
non-native species is very agressive, displacing 
others by taking over prime breeding spots and 
stealing food.

Rusty crayfish inhabit lakes, ponds, and rivers. 
They prefer areas that offer rocks, logs, or other 
debris as cover. Bottom types may be clay, silt, 
sand, gravel, or rock. Rusty crayfish inhabit both 
calm and fast water areas of rivers.

Other Chicago River macro-invertebrates:
Dobsonfly, Caddisfly, Mayfly, Snails, Leeches,
Mussels, Clams, Scud, and Sowbug.
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On the Right Path
Argyle and Cermak: Best Practices for Roads as Habitat

“Complete streets” is a concept gaining traction in many areas. In order to accommodate the 
multimodal nature of all roadway users, complete streets think beyond vehicles and include 
amenities for cyclists and pedestrians as well. This can be accomplished with reduced street 
widths, protected bike lanes, and shorter crosswalks. Many also include vegetated medians 
and rain gardens, which are both attractive and help absorb stormwater.

Complete streets provide an opportunity to bring aspects of the natural world into our cities, 
creating helpful links for people and wildlife. By incorporating greater amounts of green space 
and native plantings, we can turn our streets into parks and habitat. This allows corridors for 
wildlife to traverse, as well as niche areas for animals. They can even promote the protection
of pollinators. A few streetscapes in Chicago have adopted innovative designs.

The Argyle shared street (right) in the Uptown
neighborhood of Chicago is a shared-use,
pedestrian-prioritizing streetscape that celebrates 
green infrastructure, accessibility, and economic 
development. The street features bump-outs and 
narrower lanes to make it safer for pedestrians. 
Widened pedestrian-only areas provide room for
sidewalk cafés and gathering. The street also
features a number of sustainable elements:
energy-efficient streetlights, permeable unit
pavers, and raingarden infiltration planters that 
soak up rainwater and showcase native plants.
Sensors in the raingardens deliver real-time data about the effectiveness of the system,
providing valuable insights that will inform the design of future green infrastructure.

The Pilsen Sustainable Street (left) set out to
create the “greenest street in America.” Located 
along a two-mile stretch of Cermak Road and 
Blue Island Avenue in the Pilsen neighborhood, 
the street includes: pervious pavement, bioswales 
and infiltration planters to reduce stormwater
runoff, reflective pavement, light-colored
sidewalks, trees to reduce the urban heat
island effect, and native or climate-adapted, 
drought-tolerant landscaping to improve water
efficiency. It also employes dark-sky-friendly light 
fixtures to reduce light pollution at night.

Mindful planning can introduce streetscapes that are beneficial to people, plants, and animals. 
By incorporating the tactics outlined in these examples, we can make connecting corridors 
healthier and more attractive.

Image provided by Site Design Group.

Image credit: flikr user Steven Vance.



trail by embracing plant and animal communities alongside cyclists and pedestrians in these 
plans. Incorporating open green space in medians and alongside roads and including native 
plant species will open new terrain for our urban wildlife to travel. These are also excellent
opportunities to construct rain gardens in urban areas that mitigate the problems of urban 
flooding and filter stormwater before it enters the river.

Additionally, establishing public and private green roofs along trail routes would expand the 
reach of these corridors. Green roofs benefit pollinators, such as the monarch butterfly, and 
using roof space adjacent or near trails in more dense urban areas would create a usable path 
for these creatures. Green roofs are also good for stormwater management. Implementing, 
encouraging, and incentivizing green roofs must be thought of as a way to improve wildlife 
corridor areas.

Key Points
•	 In all trail considerations, it is important to understand the area’s wildlife and how it 

may respond to a trail.
•	 Protecting the widest corridor of open space around the trail can maximize

ecological benefits of a trail system.
•	 Install a diverse mix of native plants, shrubs, and trees along trail sections.
•	 Proactively consider how the trail may impact local plants and animals and mitigate 

potential disruptions.
•	 Throughout the trail, think of ways to separate recreational trail use from

habitat areas.
•	 Route human trails away from sensitive wildlife areas.
•	 Identify areas of lesser quality habitat and route the trail through what may already 

be a disturbed area.
•	 Concentrate activities and areas of heavy use to minimize impact on the trail and 

prevent large portions of the corridor from becoming disturbed.
•	 Consider routing the trail away from the river and onto street corridors

where needed.
•	 Find ways to incorporate habitat and green infrastructure along all portions of the 

trail, including those along urban streets.
•	 To create a well-used trail, identify easy and enjoyable areas for people to get on and 

off the trail.
•	 Think of how wildlife would use a trail: identify hot spots or hubs of animal habitat, 

including those that may be beyond the trail itself, and find ways to include them in 
trail planning.

•	 Work to connect hubs of high-quality or critical habitat so that different species have 
access the corridor for migration and habitat purposes.
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Trail Designs That Accommodate Wildlife

As we build a continuous riverfront trail, consider common trail infrastructure and how it 
might impact wildlife. Include specific features for wildlife in trail designs. For example, 
think of a bridge that allows cyclists and others to pass safely over a busy street or highway. 
The inclusion of that bridge allows for a seamless, safe trail for people. In the same way that 
human trail users need protection when crossing busier roads, moving across or along a trail 
can be hazardous for wildlife. How can animals that travel throughout the corridor be
accommodated?

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MNDNR) produced an excellent guide 
demonstrating how transportation infrastructure can be adapted for the needs of local 
wildlife. In one instance, it was observed that turtles were unable to climb over regular-sized 
curbs. Once a turtle bumped into a curb, it would travel alongside it until an opening
appeared often resulting in the turtles falling into curbside sewer grates. To address this
issue, MNDNR’s guide recommends constructing smooth curbs without a sharp incline and 
reducing the size of sewer grate openings where turtles are present.
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(Above) Park police officers in
Minneapolis, Minnesota, stand 
watch as a snapping turtle crosses 
the road. Note the curbs have a 
low-to-the-ground design, making 
it easier for small animals to
traverse and climb over. Image 
from Flickr user tbone_sandwich.

(Right) A diagram demonstrating
how turtles and other smaller 
animals can safely navigate curbs 
and sewer drains along roadways.
Image courtesy of Peter Leete, 
MNDNR.
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On the Right Path
Protecting Sensitive Habitat: Chatfield State Park

Sometimes high-quality or sensitive wilderness areas are impacted by construction projects or 
developments that negatively impact wildlife. These areas are best left alone and trails and 
other projects set elsewhere. However, if the project is unavoidable there are ways to reduce 
disruption and protect the habitat.

Chatfield State Park, located around the Chatfield Reservoir in Colorado, about 25 miles
southwest of Denver, is home to or on the migratory path of hundreds of bird species.
In 1972 a dam was built there and the large number of birds who nested in the park was
greatly reduced. However, the park still sees over 300 bird species in its bounds. Park
officials adopted a number of strategies to reduce the impact of construction and visitors
on the birds. 

First, they created viewing areas for visitors that were far enough away from nesting areas to 
protect them but that still allowed for viewing. Second, park officials limited access to the
viewing areas during especially critical times of year. In this case, the viewing areas were 
closed from March through April when the birds typically build nests, lay eggs, and incubate 
them. Third, park visitors were provided educational and interpretive opportunities and
materials. This took the form of volunteers who were available to answer questions about the 
habitat, as well as full-color interpretive signage throughout the area.

Incorporating these strategies can protect wildlife and the immediate environment. In addition, 
by allowing for the opportunity to view and learn about the animals, visitors come away with a 
greater understanding of and appreciation for our wildlife and habitat areas.

Trailside wildlife viewing area structures for visitors
of Chatfield State Park. Images from Wildlife and
Recreationalists, edited by Richard L. Knight and Kevin  J. Gutzwiller. Copyright ©1995 by 
Island Press. Reproduced by permission of Island Press, Washington, D.C.
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On the Right Path
Reducing Impact Through Concentrated Use: James Goodwin State Forest

James Goodwin State Forest encompasses about 2,000 acres of forested land in Connecticut. 
Within that land there are three large ponds, 14 miles of multi-use trails, a native plant and
wildlife garden, and a nature museum. The State Forest is used for boating, fishing, hiking, 
cross-country skiing, and horseback riding. Additionally, as a protected State Forest, a diverse 
array of plant and animal species can be found within its boundaries.

Finding ways to accommodate the many people who visit the forest area each year is vitally 
important to preserving its wildlife. A simple way to do so is by identifying how an area
might be used and locating facilities to accommodate those uses within close proximity of
one another.

James Goodwin State Forest manages to do this by focusing many activities near one of the 
entrance areas. This space provides amenities to accommodate some of the heavy use that 
will occur in the forest, such as vehicle parking and a boat launch, as well as other program
areas that can attract larger crowds of people, like wildlife viewing area, a nature center, a
picnic pavilion, and outhouses.

Locating multiple uses near one another provides many overlapping benefits. First, it allows 
for an efficient use of resources in constructing and maintaining facilities. Second, it limits the 
exposure of heavy use on the majority of wildlife habitat. Third, it can allow visitors to view 
and appreciate wildlife in a limited form, allowing for increased education and inspiration while 
protecting plants and animals.

When planning a trail with wildlife in mind, concentrating multiple uses in smaller areas can 
reduce the overall burden placed on habitat throughout the area. It is also important in urban 
settings where space may be limited. Finding previously disturbed areas to co-locate activities 
minimizes a space’s footprint, avoiding the disruption of habitat areas.

An observation dock near a boat launch at James Goodwin State Forest.
Image credit: Wikimedia user Morrowlong.



Some areas have begun to better understand how urban lights can impact animals.
For example, street lights have been shown to reduce the foraging activity of sea turtles 
along Florida beaches. For this reason, the state of Florida developed a model ordinance 
for local municipalities to adapt that protects sea turtles from the effects of artificial lights. 
Identifying solutions to provide adequate lighting that address human needs without
negatively impacting wildlife will create a trail system that is attractive to all.

Another basic infrastructure consideration is the material used to build the trail. Paved 
surfaces like asphalt or concrete are common for many trails, and can provide an easy path 
for cyclists and others to travel. However, paving over open space reduces the capacity to 
absorb and filter stormwater. Identifying and using natural surface or ecological, permeable 
pavement types can allow stormwater and other moisture to pass through the surface and be 
absorbed and filtered by the ground underneath.

Wayfinding and signage can also benefit wildlife along the trail: clear, consistent directional 
and distance signage can keep humans on the path and signage throughout the trail can
provide information about wildlife in the area. This can inform users what wildlife to expect 
along the trail and can provide information on how to properly interact with unfamiliar
species. For example, many trail users may be frightened by a snake along the trail and
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On the Right Path
The Trail’s Footprint: How to Share a Surface

The material used to create a trail surface is an important aspect that is not to be overlooked. 
Trails will invariably impact the areas they run through in some way. The goal of any trail
planner should be to mitigate potential negative impacts while creating a safe, enjoyable trail 
for users. Material used to create the trail can affect the kind of maintenance required of a 
trail, as well as the frequency. Additionally, hard, paved surfaces can increase the speed and 
amount of water that flows through and over the trail area,
increasing erosion. There are a number of surface material
types that can impact these factors.

Concrete and asphalt are two very common trail
materials. While they are durable and provide a smooth 
ride for bicycles, they can be very expensive to install and 
messy to repair. These surfaces will not absorb or filter 
stormwater and they do little that benefits wildlife or adds 
to the natural environment.

Permeable concrete or asphalt is a preferable trail surface 
(see the top of the next page). If a non-permeable surface 
is used, it should be buffered with green infrastructure like 
bioswales and rain gardens. Be mindful of stormwater that 
may collect and form a gully.

 



                                                                                                      A Chicago River Trail for People, Plants, and Wildlife

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
     Friends of the Chicago River              27

How to Share a Surface (continued)

Permeable concrete and asphalt is similar to regular
concrete and asphalt except, as their names imply, they 
provide porous surfaces. Porous concrete and asphalt
allow stormwater to filter through the material to be
absorbed by the ground underneath the surface. Porous 
concrete is generally more durable than porous asphalt. 
Planted buffers should also be added along them.

Crushed limestone can provide a natural-looking surface 
that matches the appearance of the trail area. Crushed 
limestone is also relatively affordable and readily available. 
Though it can be difficult for some potential trail users 
(particularly in-line skaters), a crushed stone trail can be 
built to accommodate bikes and wheelchairs. Despite 
consisting of natural material, crushed stone is typically so 
tightly compacted as to prevent absorption of stormwater. 
Additionally, crushed material is often blown off the trail 
and is also susceptible to erosion.

Boardwalks and elevated walkways are a good solution 
to mitigate impacts on sensitive areas like wetlands.
Because they do not require paving directly on the ground, 
these structures allow stormwater to be absorbed and 
typically damages sensitive ecosystems less than paved 
trail types. However, boardwalks and elevated trails can 
be very costly to install and maintain.

Natural surface or earthen paths are open and clear and 
can be an attractive way to maintain a trail while retaining 
the soil’s ability to absorb stormwater (though its capacity 
to do so will be diminished though compaction). Upkeep 
is typically limited to keeping the trail path clear by
removing vegetation, fixing drainage issues that may arise, 
and restoring eroded areas, which can be inexpensive and 
doesn’t require heavy machinery.

Wood chips provide a nice, natural look that generally 
blends in with a trail’s surroundings. They are also
permeable and allow stormwater to pass through and
absorbed by the ground underneath. However, wood 
chips tend to decompose in a short amount of time and 
can require more maintenance than other trail surfaces. 
They also generally do not support wheelchairs and may 
be a challenge to cyclists.

Image credits: Wikimedia
Commons users Shellywhite333, 
johny, Pedro Xing; US Dept. of 
Agriculture; and the National 
Park Service.



respond by trying to hurt it. A sign informing users that there are snakes found throughout 
the area and that they won’t harm humans unless threatened could ensure safe interactions 
for humans and wildlife along the trail.

Key Points
•	 Consider how typical trail infrastructure amenities, such as lighting and trail path 

material, could impact wildlife and the surrounding environment.
•	 Understand the wildlife along the trail route and incorporate features that will

help them.
•	 Birds, bats, turtles, and other wildlife are sensitive to artificial light. Look for

lighting solutions that mitigate the effects of light pollution that can impact wildlife.
•	 Think about the trail path itself and determine if nature-based materials, such as a 

natural surface trail or permeable pavement, could be used along your stretch of
the trail.

•	 Include informational signage throughout the trail to inform trail users of wildlife in 
the area and educate them on safe ways to interact with animals they may encounter.

Resources
•	 Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Best Practices for Meeting DNR General 

Public Waters Work Permit GP2004-0001, available at http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/
waters/watermgmt_section/pwpermits/gp_2004_0001_manual.html/

•	 Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Committee, Sea Turtle Lighting Guidelines
and Model Lighting Ordinance for Marine Turtle Protection, available at
http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/managed/sea-turtles/lighting/

Trail Design and Management That Includes Habitat Enhancements

The creation of a trail system offers a unique opportunity for wildlife restoration and for 
habitat enhancement. Trail construction is an opportunity to remove non-native and
invasive plant species and replace them with native plantings.

Trail design should include strategies and infrastructure to enhance the space for wildlife.
In the same way that a trail plan may call for a restroom, way station, or other facility to
accommodate the human users, find places to incorporate habitat structures for wildlife. 
What animals are found, or could be found, along this portion of the trail corridor? What 
are some specific habitat needs of those animals? For example, when a trail runs underneath 
a bridge in a section, is it possible to hang a structure for bat or bird habitat?

Likewise, on portions that run near or over a river, could underwater or floating fish
habitat be included? In stretches that run past heavily paved areas, can rain gardens be built 
alongside the trail to absorb and filter stormwater? Perhaps the area can be cleared and 
maintained to accommodate nearby animals.

Friends of the Chicago River works to create and improve native habitat in and along the 
Chicago River system, including osprey nesting platforms, fish hotels, bat maternity

A Chicago River Trail for People, Plants, and Wildlife                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
28     Friends of the Chicago River    



                                                                                                      A Chicago River Trail for People, Plants, and Wildlife

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
     Friends of the Chicago River              29

On the Right Path
Creating Habitat for Turtles: Forest Preserves of Cook County

Working with scientists from the Forest Preserves of Cook County, Friends of the Chicago River 
identified turtles as water-dependent animals already present in the system whose reproductive 
success could benefit from help.

A lack of available habitat means that many aquatic turtles are confined to nesting in very 
particular areas. These areas are often well known to predators, leaving turtle eggs and young 
hatchlings particularly vulnerable.

Creating new turtle nesting habitat requires the removal of invasive, light-blocking shrubs and 
trees that prevent effective nesting. Females require clear and sunny areas to lay their eggs. 
This particular project has ancillary river-edge benefits that Friends supports throughout the 
river system: increased stormwater retention and reduction in harmful invasive species. This 
additional habitat will help many turtle species, including painted, snapping, and Eastern
spiny softshell, as they seek nesting grounds in new areas unknown to predators.

Establishing trails opens up areas to other projects that benefit wildlife. Along the entire river 
system, trail designs must include projects that create and enhance habitat.

(Above) A trailside area in the
Skokie Lagoons, cleared to
provide trailside habitat and
access to nesting sites for turtles.

(Right) A common snapping turtle
being released after being tagged.
The turtle’s movements will be 
tracked and monitored.



colonies, and turtle nesting areas. There is great potential to include these and other habitat 
solutions across a Chicago River trail.

When a trail or trail section is complete, the needs of wildlife should continue to be
an element of monitoring and maintenance. Identifying nature-based solutions or
materials that require the least amount of maintenance can reduce the frequency and
intensity of maintenance, reducing the potential impact to wildlife. This may also lower 
future costs by reducing the need for repairs and maintenance over the lifetime of the trails.

Of course, any trail will require some amount of maintenance over time. After creating a 
great riverfront trail that incorporates techniques to accommodate humans, plants, and
animals, bear in mind the future maintenance needed to keep the corridor attractive for 
both human and animal users. Creating a maintenance plan that incorporates the needs of 
these users can ensure the trail is properly maintained and remains well used. Recreational 
trail maintenance practices include: ensuring the trail is visible and that the tread is
maintained; pruning trees and bushes to provide adequate clearance where needed;
repairing eroded portions of the trail; and addressing other concerns that may arise.

On top of recreational trail maintenance, the needs of wildlife should remain a priority. 
Continue to conserve and maintain the ecological integrity of the trail corridor by
removing non-native plants and trees such as buckthorn and by planting native trees and 
plants. To guarantee the success of the trail, monitor ecological characteristics along the
corridor, including plants and animals that are present. This can determine whether current

A Chicago River Trail for People, Plants, and Wildlife                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                                                                                               
30     Friends of the Chicago River    

Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
Painted Turtle     Chrysemys picta     Reptile

Painted turtles have a smooth shell with red,
orange, and yellow markings and a black or 
greenish-brown shell. During the day they can 
be seen basking in the sun together. At night 
they rest in the mud at the bottom of a shallow 
body of water, or a partially submerged object.

Painted turtles feed mainly on plants and any 
small animal they can catch such as fish,
insects, and crustaceans. They have no teeth, 
but rather a hard jaw made for gripping food.

Other Chicago River reptiles: Blanding’s Turtle, 
Snapping Turtle, Softshell Turtles, Painted Turtle, 
Red-eared Slider, Mud Turtle, Musk Turtle,
Map Turtle, Fox Snake, Garter Snake, and
Massasauga Rattlesnake.



ecological and habitat restoration and maintenance strategies are working and if animals 
are responding positively to added amenities along the route. Periodically review on-going 
habitat assessments to make adjustments to conservation and maintenance plans so that 
the trail corridor can continue to improve the overall quality and have a positive impact for 
wildlife in the area.

In addition to ongoing maintenance work, there are seasonal considerations to bear in
mind when maintaining a trail. Paved trails will accumulate moisture from rain or snow, 
which can freeze during cold times of the year to create an icy path. Winter maintenance 
protocols often require frozen surfaces be de-iced. Salt is a chloride, and can enter nearby 
sources of water, such as the river, after a snow melt, negatively impacting water quality. 
Find alternatives to salt for reducing ice buildup along the trail during cold months. Also 
consider leaving the trail as-is without plowing or de-icing. Consider switching over to a 
lower-impact use for different times of the year, such as areas for cross-country skiing or 
snowshoeing, which could be maintained without the frequent use of heavy machinery. 
Likewise, there may be low usage of the trail during winter months that could reduce
costs and the disruption on wildlife. Portions of the corridor could be unmaintained
during winter months.

Lastly, some animals are more sensitive to disruptions during certain times of the year, such 
as mating season for many mammals, or during the hatching of turtle eggs. When creating 
a maintenance schedule for the trail, avoid important times of the year when some wildlife 
might be more sensitive to disruptions in their environment.
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
Mallard Duck     Anas platyrhynchos     Waterbird

Very common over nearly all of the northern
hemisphere, the mallard is the most familiar wild 
duck to many people. This duck forages in the 
water by dabbling, submerging its head and 
neck, and up-ending. On land they graze,
plucking seeds and grubbing for roots.

The male mallard duck is distinguished by its 
green head and white neck ring. The female is 
mottled brown in color with a white tail. The
female’s bill is orange with a distinctive dark 
patch on it. The mallard is found all along the 
Chicago River.

Other Chicago River birds: Canada Goose, 
Black Duck, Pied-billed Grebe, Teals, Shovelers, 
Mergansers, Loons, and Kingfishers.



Key Points
•	 Trails provide an excellent opportunity for wildlife restoration and enhancement.
•	 Be aware of local plants and animals and create an appropriate restoration and

management strategy that can be incorporated as part of the trail plan.
•	 Use the trail building process to clear areas for habitat, and consider plantings and 

infrastructure that may enhance habitat.
•	 Habitat can be readily incorporated into structures along the trail, such as bird and 

bat houses attached to bridges and fish habitat in the water.
•	 Identify opportunities to build additional habitat alongside the trail, such as osprey 

nests or turtle nesting areas.
•	 Rain gardens can be added as part of the landscape throughout the corridor to

absorb and filter stormwater, improving water quality and mitigating flooding.
•	 Trail infrastructure will require periodic and continual maintenance into the future.
•	 Using trail solutions that are low-maintenance is preferable to employing 

infrastructure that needs to be replaced or that may require frequent maintenance.
•	 Develop maintenance plans that accommodate trail users and local wildlife.
•	 Monitor plants and animals found along the trail to determine how they are

responding to the presence of the new trail.
•	 Adjust conservation plans based on findings from regular monitoring.
•	 Work to improve the habitat as part of regular trail maintenance by removing

non-native plants and trees and planting native trees or plants.
•	 Avoid heavy maintenance during times of the year when local animals may be more 

sensitive to disturbances, such as mating season or migration.
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Get to Know Your Chicago River Wildlife
White-tailed Deer     Odocoileus virginianus     Mammal

White-tailed deer are the smallest members of 
the North American deer family. Adult deer have 
reddish-brown coats in summer. The color fades 
to a duller grayish-brown in winter. Male deer, 
called bucks, are easily distinguished in the 
summer and fall by their antlers. Fawns, young 
deer, have spots to help camoflage them.

“White-tailed” refers to the white underside of 
the deer’s tail, which it displays and wags when 
it senses danger. Deer habitat includes areas 
along rivers, mixed woodlands, farms, forests, 
and anywhere they can find cover.

Other Chicago River mammals: Masked Shrew, 
Little Brown Bat, Big Brown Bat, Evening Bat, 
Deer Mouse, and Meadow Vole.



Conclusion
 
Trails are wonderful amenities that provide many benefits to surrounding communities: 
they connect people with one another and the natural world; they support active recreation 
and transportation options; they provide an economic boost by bringing in outside dollars 
and encouraging investment; and they can reduce localized flooding while protecting open 
space.

Many of these benefits to humans apply to the natural world as well: maintaining open
space allows wildlife the freedom to travel between habitats; protecting natural green
corridors gives migratory species a route to follow in their long-distance travel; and
reducing and filtering stormwater runoff in our region can help improve water quality,
providing a healthier environment for plants and animals.

A holistic trail system incorporates and protects trail corridors for all of these benefits and 
uses. The aim of this guide has been to inform current and future plans for just such a trail, 
one that creates a continuous, connected Chicago River system. To do so, this guide has 
provided best management practices that protect the needs of plants and animals alongside 
the needs of human trail users.

As we work to create and connect more trails along the entire Chicago River system, there 
are key elements to keep in mind. These include the current habitat conditions and planned 
routes for the trail, amenities and infrastructure that can benefit plants and animals
throughout the trail corridor, and maintenance and monitoring strategies that ensure the 
continued success of the trail into the future. By following the best management practices 
put forth in this guide, we can ensure that every stretch of river trail serves all trail users:
the people, plants, and animals of this region and beyond.
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For a Great River
 
The Chicago River system has come a long way since the founding of Friends of the
Chicago River in 1979. Though the river and ecosystem have been polluted, ignored, and 
discounted, we have seen more and more wildlife in and around our waterways. People are 
re-discovering the amazing resource that is our river system. Whether along a naturalized 
riverfront at a new development, in the water on a boat or kayak, or strolling next to the 
river in a park, there are many great places for people to explore the river and to be inspired 
by its natural beauty.

The river has existed for a very long time, often in the face of indifference and hardship. 
Throughout its history, it has remained an inspiring example of resiliency. The wildlife of 
the river has been here all along too, living next to us and our built environment. Our fates 
our connected in this way: a clean and healthy river for plants and animals means a clean 
and healthy river for humans. By working to make our river system one of the greatest in 
the world we are working to create a river corridor that serves everyone along the river, 
including the people, plants, and animals who call it home.

We draw inspiration from the work that has been put into our river system to make it what 
it is today. Likewise, we continue to be amazed by the habitat around us: the black-crowned 
night herons who make their way through the river corridor; the turtles who make their 
home in floodplains and clearings along its banks; and the coyotes who travel up and down 
the system. Knowing that these incredible creatures are right here along our river system 
compels us to create a vision that unites their needs with ours.

As we move forward to make a connected riverfront a reality, we are excited by the
possibility of transforming this vast stretch of waterway into a corridor that is shared by 
people, plants, and animals. Anything less would be selling us, and them, short. 
 
 



Appendix
           
Complied Resource List

On the Benefits of Trails

1. Friends of the Chicago River, Our Liquid Asset: The Economic Benefits of a Clean
Chicago River. Documents economic returns of investment for projects that improve
water quality and river habitat. Available at http://www.chicagoriver.org/issues/planning/
our-liquid-asset-the-economic-benefits-of-a-clean-chicago-river/

2. Trails for Illinois, Making Trails Count in Illinois. Demonstrates the economic benefits 
trails bring to communities. Available at http://www.trailsforillinois.org/maketrailscount/

3. Rails to Trails Conservancy, Health and Wellness Benefits of Trails and Greenways. Outlines 
the health benefits of trails. Available at https://www.railstotrails.org/resource-library/
resources/health-and-wellness-benefits-of-trails-and-greenways/

Plans and Visioning Documents

1. Active Transportation Alliance, Chicago River Trail Action Plan. Examines river-related 
trails in Chicago, identifies opportunities, and makes calls for action to advance a
continuous riverfront trail a reality.  Available at http://activetrans.org/our-work/
bicycling/chicago-river-trail/

2. Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, Northeastern Illinois Greenways and Trails 
Plan. Regional planning document to coordinate regional trail and greenway plans.
Available at http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/mobility/walking-and-bicycling/
greenways-and-trails/

3. Forest Preserve District of Cook County, Next Century Conservation Plan. Retrived from 
http://fpdcc.com/downloads/FPCC-NCCP-full-report.pdf

4. Illinois Department of Natural Resources, Illinois Wildlife Action Plan. Provides
information on wildlife in Illinois, including key species and actions to protect habitat. 
Available at https://www.dnr.illinois.gov/conservation/iwap/pages/default.aspx/

5. Metropolitan Planning Council, Friends of the Chicago River, the City of Chicago, and 
the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, Our Great Rivers. Vision document with 
goals and strategies for creating a river system that is inviting, productive, and living
Includes a recommendation to connect river-focused trails. Available online at 
http://greatriverschicago.com/
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Complied Resource List (continued)

Guidelines and Handbooks

1. Active Transportation Alliance, Complete Streets Design Guides. A resource
demonstrating the principles of complete street designs. Available at
http://atpolicy.org/resources/design-guides/

2. American Trails, Planning Trails with Wildlife in Mind: A Handbook for Trail Planners.
A great resource with a lot of information to consider when planning a trail that
incorporates nearby wildlife. Available at http://www.americantrails.org/wild/

3. Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, Best Practices for Meeting DNR General 
Public Waters Work Permit GP2004-0001. A useful guide for implementing habitat
amenities in transportation and other corridor projects. Available at http://www.dnr.
state.mn.us/waters/watermgmt_section/pwpermits/gp_2004_0001_manual.html/

Important Plant and Animal Lists

1. US Department of Agriculture, Illinois Native Plant Guides. Provides an extensive list of 
plants native to the Illinois region. Available at https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/
nrcs/detail/il/plantsanimals/?cid=nrcs141p2_030715/

2. Illinois Department of Natural Resources and University of Illinois Extension, Directory 
of Illinois Wildlife. Provides information on animal species found in Illinois. Available at 
https://extension.illinois.edu/wildlife/directory.cfm/

3. Illinois Department of Natural Resources, Fish Species in Illinois. Information on sportfish 
species in Illinois. Available at https://www.ifishillinois.org/species/species.html/

4. University of Wisconsin SeaGrant Institute, Wisconsin Fish Identification. Searchable
database of 174 freshwater species of fish found in the Midwest. Available at 
http://www.seagrant.wisc.edu/home/Default.aspx?tabid=604/

Model Ordinance Language

1. Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Committee, Sea Turtle Lighting Guidelines and 
Model Lighting Ordinance for Marine Turtle Protection. An example of model ordinance 
language to protect turtles from intrusive lighting. Available at
http://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/managed/sea-turtles/lighting/
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