
The Watershed Council will:
• Define a structure for coordinated regional 

implementation of multi-benefit, nature-based 
stormwater infrastructure across the watershed.

• Work to simultaneously and iteratively redefine green 
infrastructure policies, test those policies through 
on-the-ground projects, and create tools to influence 
future investments.

• Identify opportunities for open space expansion, 
stewardship, and protection within watershed 
communities.

• Focus implementation efforts in communities with 
the greatest need and prioritize environmental justice 
and equity in all decision making by partnering with 
communities at all stages of the process.

• Identify systems and tools for sharing the burden of 
project construction and maintenance costs.

• Use our collective power to seek broader funding 
opportunities for this work, including at the regional, 
state, and federal levels with a focus on long term 
funding streams for sustained green infrastructure 
expansion.

• Recognize and celebrate the important work of 
existing sub-watershed groups, including the North 
Branch Chicago River Watershed Work Group, Lower 
Des Plaines Watershed Group, Calumet Stormwater 
Collaborative, and Cal-Sag Watershed Work Group by 
collaborating with these organizations to amplify and 
expand the impacts of our collective efforts. 

 
Steering Committee Partners

Shared Vision and Approach 
In 2020, the Chicago-Calumet River Watershed Council was launched to establish a forum for collaborative watershed-
based stormwater management using multi-benefit nature-based solutions to improve human and ecological health. 
The Watershed Council’s approach is to maximize multiple ecological, social, and climate resiliency objectives across 
jurisdictional boundaries. We aim to protect, restore, and develop new 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; and increase opportunities for recreation and respite. 
Our vision is to harness the power of natural systems to maximize positive improvements that satisfy multiple objectives 
with each investment. 
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Why the Watershed Council Was Formed
To address the increasing challenges our region faces due to the climate crisis and our region’s legacy of environmental 
degradation and environmental racism, all governing bodies, communities, and agencies must work collaboratively and 
creatively. Unlike other metropolitan areas, our region lacks a broadly focused watershed coalition focused on green 
infrastructure work. While many individual efforts exist, there is a distinct opportunity to expand the positive results of 
these initiatives by working together using a watershed approach.

The Challenges We Face
The Chicago region endured its hottest summer and wettest May on record in 2020 and its wettest June in 2021. Rather 
than isolated events, these are symptomatic of long term changes in our region’s climate. The Nature Conservancy’s 2020 
Climate Change in Illinois Assessment found that at a minimum, Illinois will warm 4-9 degrees Fahrenheit and precipitation 
is projected to increase in the winter by 10% and in the summer by 5% by the end of the century. A warmer atmosphere 
holds more moisture, leading to the more intense rainfall events and extreme weather patterns that we’ve seen most 
recently, impacting infrastructure, local communities, and ecosystems.  

Economic Costs:
• Between 2007 and 2014, flooding in urban areas 

throughout Illinois resulted in $2.319 billion in 
damages (CMAP).

• Between 2003 and 2015, our region received five 
presidentially declared disasters, resulting in $585 
million in federal relief to residents and businesses 
(CMAP). 

• 12.8% of Chicago’s 600,000+ properties may be at 
risk during a once-in-100 year flood, many located in 
already economically disconnected communities (First 
Street Foundation).

Impaired Public Health and Wellness:
• In Chicago, 87% of flood damage insurance claims 

between 2007 and 2016 were paid in minority 
communities (Center for Neighborhood Technology).

• Property flooding leads to increased respiratory 
disease due to airborne bacteria and fungi present 
in flooded, water-damaged buildings (The Nature 
Conservancy).

• 32 of Chicago’s 77 official community areas don’t 
meet the city’s 2-acres-per-1,000-people open space 
standard (Chicago Tribune). 

Increased Waterborne Pollution:
• Increased precipitation is resulting in more 

waterborne pollution, particularly nutrient loads into 
rivers from combined sewer overflows. 

• 16% of nitrogen and 48% of phosphorus in Illinois 
rivers comes from sewage effluent (Sierra Club). 

• Increasing polluted run-off and combined sewer 
overflows lead to greater prevalence of waterborne 
diseases (Ecosphere).

Loss of Biodiversity:
• There has been an average loss of 68% of wildlife 

species population since 1970 (World Wildlife Fund).

• Illinois has lost 90% of our wetland habitat areas (The 
Nature Conservancy).

• The rate of species extinction today is 1,000-10,000 
times higher than at any time before humans evolved 
(The Sixth Extinction).

• As many as 44 species of birds that currently breed in 
Illinois may no longer breed in the state by the end of 
the century (Chicago Wilderness).
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Nature-Based Solutions and the Multi-Benefit Approach
Green infrastructure slows stormwater runoff by filtering and absorbing it where it lands.  The 2019 Water Infrastructure 
Improvement Act defines green infrastructure as “the range of measures that use plant or soil systems, permeable 
pavement or other permeable surfaces or substrates, stormwater harvest and reuse, or landscaping to store, infiltrate, or 
evapotranspirate stormwater and reduce flows to sewer systems or to surface waters.” 

These systems disperse stormwater collection to a broader geographic area, reducing the burden on limited capacity pipes 
and tunnels. The most beneficial green infrastructure leverages the power of nature, such as water absorbing soils and the 
root systems of plants or trees. 

These “nature-based” stormwater management strategies are preferred because they also provide a host of other co-
benefits (outlined in the following section) for human communities and ecology. Nature-based solutions can leverage 
existing natural areas through restoration and stewardship to activate vacant land as multi-beneficial green space. Green 
infrastructure can range in scale and approach from small rain gardens to wetlands of hundreds of acres. 

Heavy Grey 
Infrastructure

Pipes, tunnels,  
treatment plants

Passive Grey 
Infrastructure

Porous pavement, 
cisterns, reservoirs

Constructed 
Green 

Infrastructure

Bioswales, rain gardens, 
biophilic design

Land  
Conservation and 

Restoration

Open space protection, 
invasive removal

Cost & Complexity

Resiliency & Longevity

HIGH LOW

LOW HIGH
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Priority Co-Benefits
The Watershed Council seeks to satisfy multiple objectives with each initiative or investment. The priority co-benefits that 
the Watershed Council aims to address in all joint efforts are:

• Increase Climate Resiliency: mitigate the 
harmful and increasing effects of climate change, 
including more frequent community flooding and 
property damage.

• Support Environmental Justice and 
Community Health: provide relief for 
communities disproportionately impacted by climate 
change and historic injustice, and allow residents 
to realize their vision for neighborhood investment, 
without the threat of displacement.

• Enhance and Protect Biodiversity: protect 
the ecological health of our watershed by improving, 
protecting, and expanding habitat opportunities for 
endangered native North American birds, mammals, 
plants, and insects.

• Improve Water Quality: capture and filter run-
off to reduce pollutant loads and combined sewer 
overflows into the region’s waterways.

• Expand Opportunities for Recreation and 
Respite: provide recreational opportunities and safe 
access to natural amenities for all communities to 
support physical and mental wellness of residents.

• Establish Sustained Investments in Green 
Infrastructure: use collective power to establish 
long term funding streams for the construction 
of watershed scale green infrastructure, the long 
term maintenance, and related workforce for those 
projects.

• Provide Economic Benefits: stabilize and grow 
the local economy by reducing resources spent on 
repetitive property and infrastructure damage due 
to harmful flood events, investing in economically 
disconnected communities, and promoting creation of 
green jobs.

Benefits of Nature-based 
Green Stormwater  
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Watershed Council Start-up and Visioning Process
Beginning in the spring of 2020, Friends of the Chicago River (the Watershed Council administrator) worked closely with 
15 partner organizations and agencies to establish a regional, watershed-wide coalition for broader multi-benefit nature-
based solutions. The diverse set of founding partner organizations were selected based on their geographic area of focus, 
mission alignment with the vision, influence and reach in the watershed, ability to implement large-scale changes, and 
knowledge of watershed challenges and opportunities. This foundational group of participants is the Watershed Council’s 
steering committee, which was tasked with establishing the initial goals, vision, tasks, and structure of the group. To get 
started on defining those components, Friends of the Chicago River organized a series of quarterly steering committee 
workshops and bimonthly working group meetings to explore the opportunities for collaboration. 

What are the Opportunities  
for this Watershed Council?

“An inventory of low-hanging 
fruit for open space conversions 
exists with a clear path towards 
their creation.”

“Investments will be made 
in green infrastructure 
to counteract the harm 
caused by urban flooding 
in communities of color”

“More resources will flow for making 
environmental improvements, laws are 
strengthened”

“There is broad focus 
and collaboration on 
GSI maintenance.”

“A strategic plan that prioritizes 
issues and identifies strategies/
projects for achieving Council goals 
and objectives would be in place.”

“Combined efforts to 
implementing projects that 
reduce flooding and improve 
water quality.”

“A defined set of strategies to 
guide municipalities in creating and 
maintaining green infrastructure and 
resources to help them take action”

“A watershed work plan has 
been developed that identifies 
hundreds of acres of open space 
for restoration, with additional 
priority restoration projects in 
motion.”

“Greater coordination and management 
of GSI throughout Chicago River 
watersheds; inventory of existing GSI 
efforts”

Highlights of Workshop Outcomes 
• Refinement of the vision, goals, and objectives for this collaboration.

• Understanding and sharing existing local green infrastructure projects.

• Evaluation of model watershed green infrastructure collaborations to better understand opportunities in our region.

• Discussion of risks, challenges, barriers, and opportunities for this initiative.

• Identification of strategies to best serve and engage our most impacted communities. 

• Establishment of the structural framework, organization, and administrative needs for the Watershed Council.

• Creation of a project prioritization and evaluation criteria, as well as identifying a list of potential pilot projects.
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Watershed 
Analysis + 
Mapping

Capacity + 
Funding

Others  
TBD

Watershed Council Start-up Process Diagram

Chicago-Calumet River 
Watershed Council 
Steering Committee

Start-up  
Process

Pilot  
Projects

Collaborative 
Tools

Policy 
Initiatives 

Council 
Management 

Structure

Shared 
Funding

Administrator / 
Project Manager

Friends of the  
Chicago River

Additional 
Collaborators  
and Advisors

Added as  
needed

Agency / 
Municipal Partners

Chicago Park District, City of Chicago 
Department of Transportation, Chicago 

Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 
Forest Preserves of Cook County, 

Lake County Stormwater Management 
Commission, Metropolitan Mayors 

Caucus, MWRD

Non-Profit 
Collaborators + 

Advisors
Alliance for the Great Lakes, Arcadis 

Inc, Center for Neighborhood 
Technology, Foresight Design 

Initiative, OAI Inc., Openlands, The 
Trust for Public Land, University of 
Illinois Urbana-Champaign, The 

Wetlands Initiative

Task Specific Working Groups

Others  
TBD
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PHASE I 
(1-2 Years)

Council Start-up, Initial Work Plan 
Development, Council Structure, 

Collaboration, Pilot Projects, 
Technical and Ground Rules

1. Focus on local funding 
opportunities

2. Private foundation 
partnerships and grants

3. Public-Private Partnerships
4. Pilot projects
5. Leverage the technical 

expertise and resources of 
steering committee partners

6. Administration and project 
management support 
provided by Friends

PHASE II 
(2-4 Years)

Establishment of Council Work and 
Projects, Project Funding, Long 
Term Administration, Broader 

Stakeholder Engagement

1. Create a coordinated work 
plan that can be used to get 
long term funding 
commitments

2. Fully utilize 319 funding and 
other broader sources

3. Engage a wider stakeholder 
group by using paid events 

4. Provide metrics of success 
that show co-benefit 
progress, linked to the work 
plan

PHASE III 
(4+ Years)

Project Scale Expansion, Sustaining 
Partnerships, Providing Technical 

Assistance and Leadership for 
Watershed Policy

1. Establish membership levels 
and fees to sustain the long 
term projects of the Council

2. Seek federal, state, and other 
high caliber funding 
opportunities for big projects

3. Maintain a coordinated work 
plan “package” to use for 
funding relationships of all 
partners / members

Data Analysis and Mapping Working Group Discussion Topics

• Sharing of existing modeling and mapping initiatives in the region and assessment of how they can be useful for 
application in watershed scale work.

• Identification of data and modeling gaps that can help to better inform green infrastructure efforts.

• Analyzing and collecting data resources that reveal the relationship between the diverse co-benefits that define the 
vision of the Watershed Council’s work.

• Discussion of how to co-create tools to support the work of the Watershed Council, particularly how to target areas of 
need and opportunity with project investments. 

Working Groups
In order to have more specific conversations that build upon the discussion themes and recommendations in the quarterly 
workshops, two working groups were formed. One group focused on the topic of organizational capacity and funding, 
which was identified as a critical component of realizing the vision. The second group focused on the desired initial council 
task of collecting, analyzing, and mapping watershed data to be used for decision making, coordination, and project 
opportunity assessment.

Funding and Capacity Working Group Discussion Topics

• Phased strategy for Watershed Council administrative and project funding (see diagram below).

• Joint project funding development coordination and partnerships. 

• Coordinated capital planning concept and model joint benefits authorities.
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Current Watershed Council Collaborative Tasks, Tools, and Pilot Projects 
Task One: Better understand need through co-created watershed data analysis tool

The Watershed Council partners expressed a desire to create and identify tools for our collaboration. In particular, partners 
discussed a need to link together aligned efforts related to watershed analysis, stormwater modeling, metrics, and 
mapping. As a result of these discussions, a collaboration with the Trust for Public Land’s Climate Smart Cities program 
has been launched, to create a joint project prioritization tool called the Natural Solutions Tool. The tool will incorporate 
the Watershed Council partner’s layers and data analysis with themes related to the priority co-benefits. Based on other 
successfully implemented tools from other regions, the tool will help drive investments to the types of projects that the 
Watershed Council hopes to achieve. The tool creation process was officially launched in November of 2021.  

In addition to the Natural Solutions Tool, other tasks related to watershed modeling and data creation are being explored 
and connected through group participants. These include an analysis of impervious surfaces by the University of Illinois’ 
Water Lab and an initiative to take on multi-agency watershed modelling of the sewer system and the capacity of green 
infrastructure to reduce combined sewer overflows led by Openlands.

Task Two: On-the-ground pilot project identification and implementation

To test the vision in the real world, the Watershed Council proposes the completion of multi-benefit natural areas 
restoration projects and / or open space improvement projects targeted to watershed areas with the greatest need. These 
projects would be implemented concurrently with efforts to further formalize the structure of the Watershed Council and 
be a useful way to test concepts, strategies, and methodologies that have been discussed at a high level. 

The first project will take place at Indian Ridge Marsh-South, a property owned by the Chicago Park District. Working in 
partnership with the Chicago Park District and local community volunteer groups, the Watershed Council will improve and 
expand valuable habitat to support biodiversity, building on aligned efforts in neighboring marshes. The project will restore 
a variety of native plant communities and improve habitat structure for wildlife including mammals, fish, native reptiles 
and amphibians, invertebrates, insects, and upland birds.

A broader list of projects in other areas of the watershed is currently being drafted, with the goal of having a continuous 
project pipeline ready for additional funding opportunities. Draft project selection criteria, developed by the group, will be 
used to prioritize appropriate projects that meet the collective objectives of the coalition.
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Task Three: Establish a long term structure and commitment to collaborate

To ensure that the bold and widely supported vision for this collaboration can be sustained beyond the start-up phase, the 
Watershed Council will work to formalize a permanent structural framework for the group, including roles, responsibilities, 
and funding resources. This work began during year one and will continue with the goal of receiving a longer term 
commitment from partners to participate in this important coalition.

Task Four: Evaluate opportunities for interagency collaboration based on successful national models

While some Watershed Council partners have guidelines and agreements for coordinating with their peers, there is an 
opportunity to unify and broaden this scope of collaboration. Cities across the country have begun developing models 
for interagency collaboration to formalize a structure for realizing the types of joint benefits critical to incorporating 
nature-based solutions into infrastructure projects. The Watershed Council is evaluating these new models for strategies 
that would be successful in our region. Opportunities include establishing an independent entity that allows joint 
planning, funding, project delivery, and long term stewardship (San Francisco) or creating a unifying plan all agencies and 
departments implement under a shared vision (Denver). The group will further research and discuss these examples and 
opportunities driving creative project delivery to satisfy multiple objectives.


