
  

 

 

 

Chicago-Calumet River Watershed Council Overview  
In 2020, Friends of the Chicago River (Friends) launched the Chicago-Calumet River Watershed Council to 
create a collaborative watershed-based approach to manage stormwater using nature-based solutions across 
traditional jurisdictions.  
 
Our purpose is to: 

 Protect, expand, and restore natural areas  

 Support environmental justice and community health  

 Enhance and protect biodiversity 

 Capture stormwater and improve water quality  

 Establish sustained investments in green infrastructure  

 Increase climate resiliency 

 Expand opportunities for recreation and respite  
 
Our intent is to harness the power of natural systems to maximize positive multi-faceted improvements with 
each initiative or investment around which the Watershed Council members’ missions align. The Watershed 
Council includes a diverse set of partner organizations selected for their geographic focus, mission alignment, 
influence and reach, ability to implement large-scale changes, knowledge of watershed challenges and 
opportunities, and statutory responsibility to manage stormwater.  
 

Natural Solutions Tool Overview 
To effectively deliver on its mission, the Watershed Council determined it needs a data driven tool to help 
identify and prioritize projects which meet our joint criteria. The Council evaluated local and national mapping 
tools and initiatives, and eventually identified The Trust for Public Land (TPL) and their Climate Smart Cities 
program as the ideal partner to help the Watershed Council accomplish its goals. The Climate Smart Cities 
decision support tool uses a data-driven approach to identify and prioritize - at the regional, neighborhood, 
and parcel scale - the top locations for multi-benefit nature-based solutions. TPL has successfully implemented 
this methodology in fourteen major metro regions. Now the Watershed Council and TPL are working together 
to adapt this national model to the Chicago region, co-creating the Targeted Watershed Natural Solutions Tool. 
Its capabilities will go far beyond a typical data hub; users will be able to query parcels that meet user-
identified criteria, examine green infrastructure suitability metrics, and analyze high resolution climate, health, 
and equity data to identify opportunities for multi-benefit projects. 



 
 

We are creating the tool through a highly collaborative and multi-step process, including:  
1. A discovery process to identify relevant data sources and complimentary research efforts and further align 

the partners around our shared goal of expanding the amount of natural open space to benefit human 
health, equity, biodiversity, and climate goals. 

2. Filling in data gaps through expanded Watershed Council research partnerships.  
3. Developing a publicly accessible decision-support tool with a website and multi-benefit framework to 

coordinate project investments which deliver maximum co-benefits.  
4. Using the tool to shape innovative and impactful pilot projects through the Watershed Council 

collaboration. 
5. Using the data and pilot projects as implementation examples to seek increased funding at the local, 

regional, and federal level. 
 
Several partners have agreed to contribute expertise, data layers, staff time, and analysis to support tool 
creation. Additional participation by other expert collaborators will be established as the process moves 
forward. Special care is being taken to form a diverse group of contributors including representatives from 
political leadership and governmental agencies, NGOs, and community groups. It is critical to the tool’s success 
that it is co-created with the future end-users, to establish a commitment to better informed future project 
scoping and collaboration.  

 
Case Studies from Other Climate Smart Cities Partnerships:  
1. This story map serves as an introduction and tutorial to the Metro Boston Climate Smart Cities decision 

support tool. TPL developed the tool in partnership with over a dozen communities in the Boston metro 
region, The Metropolitan Area Planning Council, and the Metro Mayors Climate Preparedness Task Force – 
among others.  

2. The Green + Healthy Camden decision support tool was completed recently and is now being used by the 
regional water utility to guide their strategy to reduce combined sewer overflows while also delivering 
multiple health, equity, and climate benefits.  

3. A short article from the Harvard Kennedy School’s Ash Center, highlighting TPL’s New Orleans decision 
support tool.  

 

The Trust for Public Land’s Climate Smart Cities Program  
The Climate Smart Cities program, founded in 2010, is a national program designed to leverage The Trust for 
Public Land’s expertise in climate, green infrastructure, people, and data-driven planning. The program helps 
cities use parks, greenways, trails, wetlands, urban forests and other green features to increase community 
resilience to threats such as extreme heat and flooding. The program uses data and community input to target 
these efforts to reach predominantly Black, brown, and low-income neighborhoods that have faced years of 
disinvestment and as a result are now most at risk from the climate crisis. This climate equity lens is a central 
pillar of the work.  
 
The program is science-based and rigorous. The Trust for Public Land collaborated with leading research 
universities and city officials across the country to develop the program strategy, and the team continues to 
adapt and evolve the approach based on lessons learned across the fourteen existing partnerships.  
 

https://web.tplgis.org/Storymaps/newengland/metromayors_boston/cascade/index.html
https://web.tplgis.org/metromayors_csc/
https://web.tplgis.org/metromayors_csc/
https://web.tplgis.org/camden_csc/
https://datasmart.ash.harvard.edu/news/article/map-monday-climate-smart-cities-new-orleans

