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While this was the first time staff from BACT
and Shedd Aquarium have monitored together,
Casper was quick to note that McHenry County
Conservation District and Illinois Department of
Natural Resources have been gathering watershed
data on both Spring and Flint Creek since the ‘80s.
“Based on their data, it seems that there can be a
lot of variability from one Fox River tributary to
the next, often associated with land use and development practices,” adds Casper. “The entire region
has made big strides since the Clean Water Act, reducing harmful practices, and leading to regional
improvements in water quality.”
A Watershed Plan
In 2011, a watershed-based plan was developed
for Spring Creek with funding from Illinois EPA.
The focus of this plan was to protect and improve
water quality by reducing nonpoint source pollution, protecting natural areas and open space,
Susan Lenz (center) and interns work in Spring Creek in Barrington Hills.

improving aquatic and terrestrial habitat, reducing structural flooding, increasing communica-
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At the Sanfilippo Estate in Barrington Hills, a
hanging fen ecosystem (5 of 31 acres of such natural areas found nationwide) provides a stable yearround supply of water to Spring Creek. Filtered
by layers of soil and subsoil before it discharges
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few hours to a few weeks compared to eastern Flint
Creek’s clayey soil, which can take decades to supply
local aquifers. A five-year benchmark is being prepared this year, with an updated plan expected to be
completed for Spring Creek in four years.

Spring Creek Quick Facts
• Spring Creek watershed drains nearly
27 square miles (17,239 acres) of land in
McHenry, Lake, Kane, and Cook Counties.
• Seventy-six percent of the watershed is
classified as partially open or open space
and most of this land is in Barrington
Hills.
• Historically prairies, savannas, and
wetlands, Spring Creek watershed currently consists of single family homes
(39 percent) followed by forests and
grasslands (31.1 percent) then agriculture
(9.2 percent).
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Data collecting in Spring Creek includes fish populations.

This past June, a new watershed-based plan was approved for Flint
Creek listing projects completed in the past decade to improve the quality
of the creek and detailing issues, best management practices, and educational goals moving forward. Goals of this plan focused on many of the
same concerns as the other watersheds—protecting surface and groundwater resources to enhance the overall quality of lakes and streams, protecting natural areas and open space to provide passive recreation, reducing flood damage, improving habitat in and around the creek, and
increasing communication and coordination with stakeholders.
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Part of a Bigger Picture
Since 2015, BACT has been working with high school interns to monitor
the main stem of Flint Creek to share data with the National Great Rivers Research & Education’s RiverWatch program. There has been little
change in the “poor” quality of Flint Creek’s water since monitoring began, but Susan Lenz remains optimistic that more residents will engage in
stewardship in their backyards through Conservation@Home and conservation easements.
Lake County Forest Preserves (LCFP) Director of Natural Resources
Jim Anderson shares Lenz’s optimism, by attending family work days

Flint Creek Quick Facts
• Flint Creek watershed drains approximately 36.5 square miles
(23,374 acres) of land in Lake, Cook, and McHenry Counties
and is a sub-unit of the larger Upper Fox River Basin which
gathers water from large portions of Jefferson, Kenosha,
Racine, Walworth, and Waukesha counties in Wisconsin and
McHenry, Lake, Kane, and Cook Counties in Illinois.
• Thirty-four percent of this watershed is classified as partially
open or open space (including agricultural, forest and grasslands, and wetlands).
• Ten high-quality wetlands, portions of four Illinois Natural
Areas Inventory (INAI) sites, one village preserve, four forest
preserves that include a nature preserve, four private preserves owned by CFC, and two private preserves owned by
the BACT are in this watershed.
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How You Can Help

offered by the forest preserves and building re-
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lationships through the Barrington Greenway

like blue-green paint, it could be an alga known as
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(GIS) mapping to create a green infrastructure

people and pets and should be reported to the lo-

plan, Anderson is helping colleagues discern res-

cal health department immediately. Currently, the
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Village of Barrington is working on improvements

establish more native species to increase infiltra-

to remove phosphorous from treated wastewater

tion and decrease sedimentation at Cuba Marsh.

by the end of the year.

“If we don’t do something to hold the water where
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cal species. It degrades our communities.”

composition uses up the dissolved oxygen. Eco-

In Your Backyard
Runoff from yards, roads, and fields contribute
nonpoint source pollution. Invasive species contribute to the conspiracy. With shallow, water-

logically healthy native plant buffers in addition
to bioswales and rain gardens hold soil in place
while capturing runoff, also reducing nutrient
runoff contamination

hoarding roots that don’t curb erosion and leaves
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phosphorous pollution reduce the availability of
safe water. Staff from LCFP is beginning to document sediment loads in the Des Plaines River, but
Jim Anderson would like to see this type of monitoring in all watersheds as development increases.
Each watershed needs local stewardship—
from village hall and county board advocacy to
helping hands in local natural areas and backyards. Living downstream from Wisconsin, yet
upstream from much of the Midwest, we’re in a
place where our choices can and will continue to
impact the health and well being of our most precious resource—water.
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Getting ready for an afternoon of research are Lisa Woolford of BACT (on right), Dr. Andy Casper, Director of
Freshwater Research for the Shedd Aquarium (second from right), student interns, and other Shedd Aquarium
personnel gathered at Spring Creek.

• Reduce runoff: “Plant attractive, lower
stature, native borders along stream
banks and lakeshores,” suggests Sinnott.
Consider using permeable pavers or
creating a rain garden.
• Add a tree: “Oak ecosystems decreased
85 percent from 1830 until 2010,” states
Anderson. “A tree can hold water in
its trunk and pump it back into the air
through evapotranspiration.”
• Keep yard and animal waste areas away
from water and storm sewers; decomposition depletes oxygen.
• Use less road salt. “Salt contamination can impact our groundwater and
it doesn’t deteriorate once it’s there,”
Sinnott said.
• Use fertilizers that are phosphorous-free,
if necessary.
• Barrington Area Conservation Trust,
Citizens for Conservation, Spring Creek
Stewards, and local forest preserves can
offer information about plants that can
provide filtration and reduce runoff.

April Anderson is a naturalist and freelance
writer who can be contacted at
team.nature.ed@gmail.com.

