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Executive Summary



What is a watershed?

“that area of  land, a bounded hydrologic 
system, within which all living things are 
inextricably linked by their common water 
course and where, as humans settled, simple 
logic demanded that they become part of  a 
community.”

-John Wesley Powell

Each of  us lives in a watershed or area of  land 
drained by a river, stream, or lake. Despite this rela-

tively simple definition, a watershed is a complex inter-
action between soil, water, plants, climate, people, and 
animals. Other elements such as nutrient rich agricul-
tural and urban stormwater runoff, impervious surfaces, 
altered stormwater flows, and erosion are all detrimental 
to the health of  watersheds with increasing human de-
velopment. 

Spring Creek and its numerous 
small tributaries drain approxi-

mately 26.9 square miles (17,239 
acres) of  land surface over por-
tions of  McHenry, Lake, Kane, 
and Cook Counties, Illinois. Spring 
Creek watershed is a subwater-
shed of  the Fox River Basin that 
flows south through five counties 
in southern Wisconsin then enters 
northeast Illinois and flows south/
southwest through eleven counties 
before joining the Illinois River in 
Ottawa, Illinois. From here the Illi-
nois River flows southwest through 
central Illinois prior to joining the 
Mississippi River north of  St. Lou-
is, Missouri.

Penny Road Pond

Portions of  four counties, seven municipalities, and 
five townships are located within Spring Creek wa-

tershed. The majority of  the watershed is located in 
Cook and McHenry Counties. The municipality of  Bar-
rington Hills occupies about 73% of  the watershed fol-
lowed by South Barrington at 9%. Algonquin, Carpen-
tersville, East Dundee, Fox River Grove, and Hoffman 
Estates comprise another 9%. Cook and Kane County 
Forest Preserve Districts also have significant holdings.

Spring Creek

Watershed Locator Maps, Illinois.  
Data Sources - IDOT, BACOG.  



Our Mission

Purpose

The Spring Creek Watershed partnership (SCW) is 
comprised of  watershed stakeholders dedicated to 

the preservation, protection, and improvement of  the 
Spring Creek watershed. The SCW’s mission is to realize 
a long-term vision for a healthy watershed and engaged 
citizenry. The partnership’s primary goal is to educate 
while building partnerships for projects to improve wa-
ter quality, maintain water supply, preserve ecosystems 
and restore wetlands, prairies, and other natural features 
for current and future generations.

•	 Protect water resources and enhance 
water quality

•	 Protect natural areas and open space

•	 Reduce	 flood	 damage	 and	 potential	
flooding

•	 Improve	aquatic	and	terrestrial	habitat

•	 Increase	communication	and	coordina-
tion	among	decision-makers

•	 Foster appreciation and stewardship

Our Goals

Right: Spring Creek Watershed Municipal Jurisdiction 
Map. Data Source- BACOG, Illinois Department of  
Revenue, MWRD, ISGS, US Census Bureau, USGS.       

Spring Creek is known as one of  the 
higher quality streams in northeast Il-

linois. Water quality and biological data 
suggest there is only minor overall impair-
ment. However, land use changes, devel-
opment pressure, nutrients (fertilizers), 
sediment, de-icing salt, invasive species, 
and poor land management practices are 
among the primary threats to watershed 
health now and in the future.

The watershed plan was developed to 
protect and improve the existing in-

tegrity of  Spring Creek watershed. The 
ecologically-based plan focuses on pro-
tecting and improving water quality as 
the primary goal with secondary goals to 
enhance green infrastructure, improve 
habitat, reduce structural flooding, and 
implement watershed education strategies. 
The plan also addresses requirements to 
be considered an approved USEPA “Watershed-Based 
Plan”.

The primary purpose of  the plan is to spark interest 
and give stakeholders a better understanding of  the 

watershed to promote and initiate plan recommenda-
tions that will accomplish goals and objectives. 

Spring Creek Watershed



 

Pre-European settlement prairie-savanna landscape 

Yesterday

 Pre-European settlement prairie-savanna landscape

Spring Creek Watershed
Pre-European Settlement

Today
Ecological conditions changed drastically and quickly 

following European settlement in the mid 1800’s. 
Large scale fires no longer occurred, bison and elk 

Spring Creek Watershed
Existing Land Use

Glaciers that receded about 14,000 years ago formed 
the existing landscape in Spring Creek watershed. 

During this period the earth’s temperature warmed and 
the ice slowly retreated leaving behind moraines, ridges, 
and other features. A tundra-like environment covered 
by spruce forest was the first ecosystem to colonize af-
ter glaciers retreated. As temperatures continued to rise, 
tundra was replaced by cool moist deciduous forests and 
eventually by oak-hickory forests, oak savannas, prairies 
and wetlands.

Ecosystems in Spring Creek watershed were bal-
anced with a diversity of  plant and animal life prior 

to European settlement. We know by interpreting US 
government land survey notes that prairies, savannas, 

and various wetlands 
types were present. The 
northern portion of  the 
watershed was mostly 
savanna dominated by oak trees while the southern 
portion of  the watershed was prairie. Streams and wet-
land depressions consisting of  fens, wet prairie, sedge 
meadow, and marsh were common. This landscape was 
maintained and shaped by fire and grazing by herds of  
bison and elk. Most of  the water that fell as precipitation 
was absorbed and released slowly to streams. Infiltration 
and absorption of  water was so great that many of  the 
defined stream channels seen today were little more than 
sedge and grass dominated swales.



 

Pre-European settlement prairie-savanna landscape 

Flatwoods at Helm Woods Forest Preserve 

where recent residential and commercial development 
has occurred in South Barrington and Hoffman Estates. 
Agriculture is scattered throughout the watershed with 
large parcels remaining in the northwest, central, and 
southeast. The majority of  forest and grassland is lo-
cated in Kane and Cook County Forest Preserves. 

Natural open space remains a dominant land use in 
the watershed. Several “Ecologically Significant 

Areas” remain including twelve ADID wetlands, three 
forest preserves, two nature preserves, and three Illinois 
Natural Area Inventory sites. The 3,900+ acre Spring 
Creek Valley Forest Preserve and 230+ acre Helm 
Woods Forest Preserve contain the majority of  the high 
quality ecosystems that harbor rare, threatened, and en-
dangered plant and animal species.   

Mud Lake, Spring Creek Valley Forest Preserve

Helm Woods Forest Preserve

-	Primary	Watershed	Threats	-
•	 Invasive	and/or	non-native	plants
•	 Pollutants:	salt,	sediment,	fertilizer	(phosphorus	&	

nitrogen)
•	 Tiles	draining	wetlands
•	 Poor	land	management
•	 Poorly	maintained	ponds,	wetlands,	and	older	de-

tention	basins
•	 Lack	of 	stream	channel	and	riparian	area	mainte-

nance
•	 Lack	 of 	 “Champions”	 to	 pursue	 watershed	 im-

provement	projects
 

-	Future	Development	-
•	 Impervious	surface	impacts	in	southern	and	north-

west portions of  the watershed
•	 Development	in	potential	green	infrastructure	and	

groundwater recharge areas
•	 1,600	 acres	 of 	 farmland	 potentially	 developed	 in	

next 20-30 years
•	 Population increase of  10,000 people in next 20-30 

years
•	 Increased	 traffic	 resulting	 from	 proposed	 Long-

meadow	Parkway	expansion

were extirpated, prairies were tilled or developed, wet-
lands were drained, and many streams were channelized 
as farming became the primary land use in the early 
1900’s. Residential and commercial development fol-
lowed which led to additional alteration of  the natural 
landscape as landowners converted property to meet 
individual needs and roads were constructed adding to 
landscape fragmentation. Today, most remnants of  once 
healthy ecosystems are degraded by invasive species and 
changing land uses. 

Today, single family residential comprises 39% of  the 
watershed followed by forest & grassland at 31%, 

agricultural at 9%, and equestrian at 6%. Most residen-
tial and equestrian land is 5+ acre parcels within the Vil-
lage of  Barrington Hills. Development pressure is most 
abundant in the southern portion of  the watershed 



Green Infrastructure Network

Expanding the Green     Infrastructute Network
A primary objective of  the watershed planning 

process is to examine open space and determine 
how this open space best fits into a “Green Infrastructure 
Network.” “Open space” is defined as any parcel that is 
not developed such as a forest preserve. “Partially open 
space” includes parcels with minimal development. 
Green Infrastructure is best defined as an interconnected 
network of  open and partially open space that conserves 
natural ecosystem values and functions, sustains clean 
air and water, and provides a wide array of  benefits 
to people and wildlife. Natural areas such as wetlands, 
woodlands, prairie, and working lands such as farms 
are considered primary components of  a Green 

Infrastructure Network. Green infrastructure can also 
include portions of  developed areas such as naturalized 
detention basins and restored buffers.

There are 4,665 parcels of  land in Spring Creek 
watershed. Of  these, 203 “open space” parcels 

(26% of  watershed) and 1,081 “partially open” parcels 
(50% of  watershed) were identified totaling 76% of  
the watershed. Developed parcels account for the 
remainder of  the watershed. Most of  the open space is 
located in protected natural areas such as Spring Creek 
Valley Forest Preserve, Helm Woods Forest Preserve, 
Foxmoor Park, and Poplar Creek Forest Preserve. Other 



Expanding the Green     Infrastructute Network
open space is located along a Commonwealth Edison 
utility easement and private agricultural and residential 
land. 

Preservation of  open space is critical to maintaining 
and expanding green infrastructure. Without 

preservation, open space can be converted to other less 
desirable land uses in the future. Of  the 13,223 acres of  
open and partially open space in the watershed, 4,728 
acres (28%) is protected. Most of  this area is within 
county forest preserves, township and village open 
space, and equestrian areas.

Perhaps the most important aspect of  green 
infrastructure planning is that it provides a 

framework for future growth that identifies areas not 
suitable for development that would best serve as 
expansions to existing green infrastructure. It also 
identifies sensitive areas where future development 
should follow conservation and/or low impact design. 
Protection of  unprotected green infrastructure parcels 
through acquisition, regulation, and/or incentives will 
be extremely important in the next 10-30 years.

Green Infrastructure 
Highlights:

Over	 13,000	 acres	 or	 76%	 of 	 the	 watershed	 is	
Open Space
• 203 Open Space parcels totaling 4,470 acres or 

26%
• 1,081 Partially Open parcels totaling 8,753 acres 

or 50%

4,323	publically	owned	open	space	acres	or	25%	
of  the watershed
• Over 3,900 acres in Spring Creek Valley Forest 

Preserve
• Over 230 acres in Helm Woods Forest Preserve

4,728	protected	open	space	acres	or	28%	of 	the	
watershed

Over	1,600	Priority	Protection	Acres	likely	to	be	
developed	in	next	10-30	years



What is    at stake?
Spring Creek watershed is home to many varieties of  

plants and animals, including rare, threatened and 
endangered species.

Helm Woods Forest Preserve harbors high quality 
dry-mesic woodland and northern flatwoods 

communities. Uncommon and rare plants are found 
here such as the endangered eastern prairie fringed 
orchid. Wood ducks and amphibians are also known to 
breed in the unique conditions provided by flatwoods.

Spring Creek Valley Forest Preserve contains over 10 
different prairie, woodland, and wetland ecological 

communities. Among these, the wetland communities 
are the highest quality and support most of  the 
conservative plants such as turtlehead, rush aster, prairie 
Indian plantain, Kalm’s lobelia, marsh wild Timothy, 
among others.  In the summer of  2010, the National 
Audubon Society proclaimed Spring Creek Valley 

Images, clockwise from upper left: Baltimore checkerspot butterfly (Jayne 
Gulbrand), wood duck (Lloyd Spitalnik), eastern prairie fringed orchid 
(Brian Wolf), blue-winged warbler (Mark Szantyr), grass pickerel (Fishing 



What is    at stake?
Forest Preserve as an Important Bird Area for rare or 
uncommon black-billed cuckoos, Henslow's sparrows, 
bobolinks, meadowlarks, grasshopper sparrows, 
dickcissels, willow flycatchers, and blue-winged 
warblers. In addition, a high quality fen within the 
preserve harbors the Baltimore checkerspot butterfly, 
its host plant turtlehead, and other rare plant species 
such as Kalm’s lobelia and bog goldenrod.

Spring Creek supports a variety of  freshwater mussels 
and fish. The presence of  mussels in streams is a sign 

of  good water quality and habitat conditions. Spring 
Creek supports the uncommon round pigtoe, special 
concern spike, creek heelsplitter, and ellipse, threatened 
creek heelsplitter, and endangered slippershell. Over 20 
species of  fish are found within Spring Creek including 
the relatively uncommon grass pickerel and five darter 
species, one of  which is the fantail darter, a sensitive 
species.

TN), fantail darter (Ohio DNR), slippershell (Darby Creek Association), 
bobolink (Gerrit Vyn), turtlehead (Wiseacre Garden), Henslow’s sparrow 
(Eric Soehren), Kalm’s lobelia (Travis Mahan), and green frog (C. Cunz).



Action Plans
Programmatic Action Plan
Plan identifies most important remedial, preventive, 
and regulatory watershed-wide action measures 
that can be applied across the watershed by various 
stakeholders. The plan includes programmatic 
actions for each watershed plan goal including:
• Protection and enhancement of  water quality
• Protection of  natural areas and other open 

space
• Reduction in flooding
• Improvement in aquatic and terrestrial habitat
• Increased communication among decision-

makers
• Increased stewardship and education

Site Specific Action Plan
Plan identifies and maps locations where projects 
can be implemented to improve surface and 
groundwater quality, natural areas/open space, and 
aquatic and terrestrial habitat.
• 84 detention basin retrofit and/or maintenance 

recommendations
• 76 pond, lake, and wetland retrofit and/or 

maintenance recommendations
• 29 potential wetland restoration sites
• 6 priority protection areas identified
• 42 stream reach & riparian area restoration 

recommendations
• 10 rain garden, gully/swale stabilization, and 

natural area restoration recommendations

Information & Education Plan
When people begin to understand water quality and open space issues they begin to change their behaviors and 
activities resulting in improved watershed health. The Information & Education Plan raises awareness amongst 
stakeholders through:
• Identification of  education actions 
• Selection of  target audience(s) 
• Use of  best package (vehicle) for delivery of  the action message
• Identification of  lead and supporting organizations
• Identification of  potential measurable behavioral changes/outcomes

Wetland Restoration



How	can	you	make	a	difference?

Watershed	Council/Spring	Creek	Watershed	partnership
• Identify “Champions” to pursue implementation of  plan recommendations.
• Hire a Watershed Implementation Coordinator to follow through on plan implementa-

tion.
• Work with communities to implement the Green Infrastructure Network Plan.
• Educate stakeholders to improve water quality, maintain water supply, and preserve 

and restore ecosystems for current and future generations.

Communities
• Adopt the Spring Creek Watershed-Based Plan.
• Incorporate watershed plan goals, objectives, and recommended actions into local 

comprehensive plans, codes, and ordinances.
• Supplement existing road salt programs with potential alternatives.
• Require conservation and/or low density development for Priority Protection Areas 

identified in this plan.
• Encourage developers to maintain and donate natural areas to the proper organization 

for long term management with dedicated funding.

Equestrian	Community
• Implement “Best Equestrian Practices” to minimize pollutants.
 
Residents	&	Businesses
• Reduce fertilizer use on commercial and residential lawns.
• Reduce salt use on driveways and sidewalks.
• Use native landscaping as an alternative to standard landscaping & maintenance prac-

tices.
• Control invasive plant species.
• Riparian landowners use environmentally friendly lawn maintenance practices and pro-

tect/restore buffers.

Forest	Preserve	Districts
• Control non-native/invasive species and replace with native vegetation.
• Reintroduce fire into natural areas via controlled burns.
• Look for opportunities to acquire Priority Protection Areas identified in the plan.

Here	are	some	things	that	you	and	others	in	the	Spring	Creek	Watershed	community	can	do	to	help:



For more information please visit our website at:
www.springcreekwatershed.info

Funding	for	Spring	Creek	Watershed-based	Plan	was	provided	in	part	by	
the	Illinois	Environmental	Protection	Agency	through	Section	319	of 	the	
Clean	Water	Act	(#3191021).

The	following	people	attended	and	provided	input	at	SCW	meetings:

Applied Ecological Services Inc.: Steve Zimmerman
Barrington Area Council of  Governments: Janet Agnoletti
Citizens for Conservation: Patsy Mortimer, Doug Johnson, Sam Oliver
Flint Creek Watershed Partnership: Patsy Mortimer
Forest Preserve District of  Cook County: Dave Kircher
Friends of  the Fox River: Geoff  Petzel, Courtney Kramer (intern)
Friends of  Spring Creek Forest Preserve: Karen Rosene
Illinois Department of  Natural Resources: Nancy Williamson
Integrated Lakes Management Inc.: Keith Gray, Sandy Kubillus
Tallgrass Restoration, LLC: Ron Adams, Doug DeWitt
Township of  Dundee: Sue Harney, Denise Madonada
Village of  Barrington Hills: Bob Kosin, Sarah Kenney, Elaine Ramesh
Village of  South Barrington: Mark Masciola 
Village of  Carpentersville: Jamie Rott, Scott Marquardt
Village of  Fox River Grove: Joanna Colletti  
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service: Jesse Oakley

Additional Support was provided by:  Mark Munro, Baird and Warner, Troy 
Wiseman, ILT Vignocchi, Cowhey Gudmundson, Leder, Inc,  Lake County 
Storm Water Management Commission

Special thanks to Citizens for Conservation for acting as Fiscal Agent to SCW

Watershed Coordinator: 
Nancy	Schumm
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Cecily	Cunz
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