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Greenways, Open Space and Natural Resources

The Importance of Open Space

In its multitude of forms, open space is many things to many people. The concept of open space
incorporates resources and facilities at a range of scales and serves varied functions in the lives of
residents. On the local level, parks and recreation areas provide opportunities for social gathering and
serve as a focus for community activities and sporting events. On a regional scale, parks, natural areas
and greenways provide opportunities to interact with nature and the wildlife that seek refuge in their
protected confines. Open space areas, regardless of scale, can also serve to protect natural areas,
sensitive water resources, and other significant portions of a region’s natural and cultural heritage.
Some of the County’s most valuable natural resources are contained within its network of open space
and greenways. Any plan for the County’s future must include an inventory of its valuable open space
assets in order to inform and facilitate wise land use decisions that protect environmentally sensitive
areas and provide quality opportunities to experience healthy, vibrant natural settings for future
generations to come.

Community Character

As evidenced by input received in the Imagine McHenry County survey and the passage of the 2007
McHenry County Conservation District referendum, McHenry County residents recognize the important
contribution open space makes to their quality of life. Many of the County’s township representatives,
speaking on behalf of residents, have also stated a desire to both preserve and create additional open
space in and around their local communities. As with the County’s many agricultural fields, open space
areas also contribute to the rural aesthetic that many McHenry County residents enjoy. A regional
network of open space areas connected by greenways will allow residents the opportunity to experience
nature, exercise, and interact.

Existing Conditions: An inventory of our most valuable assets

Natural and Environmental Resources
Topography
McHenry County has considerably varied terrain with a diverse set of environmental features.
When glaciers receded from the area over 12,000 years ago, they left behind a rolling landscape
etched with hills, moraines, plains, and kettles.

Soils

The County’s level plains and lowland areas are topped with a layer of prime soils that were
formed in part by the prairie grasses that once covered large portions of the County. Fifty-eight
percent of the soils are considered prairie soils, 34% are timber soils, and 7% are muck or
bottom soils. Prime soils, which are considered well-suited for agriculture, comprise 57% of
McHenry County and another 20% are prime for agriculture when properly drained. Twenty-
nine percent of the soils in McHenry County have poor natural drainage, 13% of the soils are
imperfectly drained, and 58% of the soils are considered well to moderately drained. While the
loss of some agricultural areas is inevitable as the County’s population grows and its



municipalities expand, it is important that its highly productive soils be viewed as a valuable
resource to be protected where possible. If best management practices are used, these
protected lands can serve as a habitat for wildlife, preserve the rural quality of life, and offer the
scenic beauty so highly valued by county residents.

Sand and Gravel

The glaciers that shaped the county’s landscape also left behind rich deposits of sand and gravel
that have proved to be a lucrative economic resource for modern industry. Sand and gravel are
used locally and throughout the region to support the construction industry and the mining of
these resources has become an important component of the McHenry County regional
economy. Taking advantage of these valued natural resources must be done is sensible manner
that is respectful of nearby or adjacent residential areas with regard to noise, dust, safety, and
truck traffic activity. The practice of mining also poses risks to local groundwater supplies that
must be mitigated. In recent years, the County has been successful in mitigating the negative
impacts of the mining industry through the use of a series of strong regulations and
requirements while at the same time maintaining a mutually-beneficial relationship with mining
operators. More on regulations pertaining to the local mining industry and its economic
benefits of can be found within the Economic Development Programs and Policies chapter of
this Plan under the section titled Aggregate Resources.

Natural Vegetation

At the time of McHenry County’s original settlement the natural vegetation in the County
consisted of prairies, woodlands, savannas, and wetlands. Today, a small proportion of the
County remains in this natural state. The best remaining examples of high quality natural
communities have been identified as sites within the McHenry County Natural Area Inventory
(MCNAI) which was last updated in 2005,. These sites generally have relatively intact native
plant communities, including many unique and threatened or endangered species. Due to the
conversion of land to other uses, less than five percent of the County is currently forested and
considerably less contains original prairie vegetation. Many of the wetlands have been dredged
for ponds or drained for agricultural use. Preserving and restoring the County’s remaining
natural vegetation will help maintain the range of animal species found here.

Perhaps the most significant loss to the County’s stock of natural vegetation has been the loss of
the majority of oak ecosystems that once covered hundreds of thousands of acres. Since 1840,
cumulative oak loss has been staggering, with over 90% of the County’s original oak ecosystems
no longer in existence or modified to the extent that they are no longer ecologically sustainable.
Direct clearing that occurred early on in the County’s history is responsible for most oak
ecosystem loss while invasive species and residential development pose modern threat to those
areas that remain. A Countywide approach is necessary to protect and maintain these
characteristic McHenry County ecosystems.

Several projects are underway throughout the County to preserve and restore native
vegetation. Several conservation organizations host monthly workdays at multiple sites
throughout the County where volunteers remove invasive species of vegetation and sow seeds
of native plants in their place. In the Boone Creek Watershed and the Alden High Point Area,
private citizens have banded together to literally take biological conservation into their own
hands and are restoring hundreds of acres. Also, a consortium of public and private groups has
formed Project Quercus to begin replanting oaks throughout the County. [These and other



Wildlife & Natural Areas

As development occurs in McHenry County, open space areas are becoming further contained
and segmented which may have a negative impact on the County’s wildlife stock. Habitat
fragmentation can lead to a decrease in the variety of local plant and animal species and
disproportionately large increases in the populations of more tolerant species. The increased
fragmentation of the natural landscape has also made it difficult for segmented populations of
wildlife to interact with one another. Species in need of large, contiguous habitat for survival,
such as certain grassland bird species and the threatened Blanding’s turtle, are also prevented
from living in such a landscape. Due to a combination of all these factors, McHenry County and
Lake County now share the unfortunate distinction of holding the highest number of
endangered species in the State of lllinois.

The provision of open space areas promotes biodiversity within a region and can aid in
stabilizing local ecosystems. The County’s natural areas of relatively undisturbed open space
areas and significant landscape features provide vital habitat to the region’s wildlife. Natural
areas serve as a refuge for native vegetation and protect endangered and threatened species.
As the last remaining links to the County’s natural heritage, these areas also serve to enhance
the local quality of life. Residents can visit natural areas to engage in unstructured recreational
activities such as hiking and nature photography. Natural areas also serve as living laboratories
wherein native plants and animals can be studied by providing opportunities for hands-on
environmental education.

The preservation and integration of the County’s natural areas is a vital component in
addressing the problems of increased habitat fragmentation and decreasing biodiversity
throughout the County. The McHenry County Natural Areas Inventory has provided the first
step toward such a solution by identifying the County’s 169 natural areas. These areas range in
size from one acre to over 100 acres with 112 sites along the Fox River watershed and 57 sites
within the Kishwaukee watershed.

Agriculture Related Green Space

While residential and commercial development can easily be identified as contributing to
habitat fragmentation, the widespread use of large-scale, commercial agriculture is also partially
to blame. The transformation of a diverse open space landscape to monoculture agricultural
fields can contribute to a decreasingly diverse wildlife population. Agriculture is also a much
valued industry within the County and is a very important component of the regional economy.
The negative impacts of agricultural uses on the County’s plants and wildlife can be partially
mitigated through the use integration of open space areas within the larger agricultural
complex.




Open Space Inventory

If the County’s invaluable open space areas are to be preserved, it must first be known where those
areas exist and in what form. Toward this end, the County’s open space areas were inventoried in
[YEAR] by the [ENTITY]. McHenry County’s open space has been classified as belonging into the two
broad categories of public and private open space.

Public Open Space

Public open space is defined as those areas whose clear purpose is to protect natural resources
and offer opportunities for education and recreation to the broader public in perpetuity. There
are 29,800 acres of public open space within McHenry County, comprising approximately 8% of
the County’s land area.

The bulk of the County’s public open space belongs to the McHenry County Conservation
District (MCCD). As of 2007, MCCD land holdings totaled about 21,000 acres or 70% of all public
open space and 5% of the County’s land area. The MCCD sites are distributed throughout the
County, with several sites located in each corner of the County. Many of these sites are listed in
the lllinois Department of Natural Resources Natural Areas Inventory and include natural
features such as geologic formations, wetlands, prairies, and forests as well as opportunities for
recreational activities. Other large land holders include the lllinois Department of Natural
Resources and local municipal park districts. The state maintains approximately 3,000 acres of
public open space in two state parks and a state natural area on the eastern side of the County.
Municipal governments own nearly 5,700 acres in local parks throughout the County.

Table 1. Public Open Space in McHenry County (2007)

McHenry County Conservation District (MCCD) 21,000
Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) 5,700
Local Parks 3,000
Total 29,800

The National Recreation and Park Association and the United State Department of the Interior
have developed open space standards that attempt to quantify the amount of land required to
satisfy needs for outdoor recreation. It is generally recommended that a minimum of 10 acres
of local park land and 20 acres of regional open space for every 1000 people served by a
managing agency.




The efforts of the MCCD, IDNR, and local municipalities have done an admirable job in securing
open space for use by County residents. Given the uncertain position of the region with regard
to groundwater quality and supply and the declining population of some native plant and animal
species, it is imperative that these efforts continue into the future as the County grows. The
degree to which the County can actively preserve open space areas should be determined by
the amount of suitable open space available, the ability and willingness of residents to pay for
acquisition, and the capacity of the managing agency to satisfactorily maintain the lands
acquired.

Private Open Space

McHenry County has numerous open space areas that are held in private ownership. These
areas include restricted-access recreational areas such as hunt clubs, religious institutions, golf
courses, and campgrounds. Other open space areas may be owned by a not-for-profit
organization, homeowners association, individuals, or private companies and serve aesthetic
purposes, buffer between adjacent users, or protect open space with limited public access. The
desire for these areas to remain open space has not been stated publicly and there is a
possibility that they could be converted to another use in the future.

Some privately owned open spaces in the County have been voluntarily dedicated under what is
known as a “conservation easement” provision. Under this provision, these areas remain in
private ownership, but the rights to change the use are given to a controlling agency, usually
involved with the protection of open spaces. Thus, conservation easements provide a simple
method to preserve open space for future generations. The McHenry County Conservation
District manages approximately 130 acres of privately owned open space. As of 2007, The Land
Conservancy of McHenry County owns or controls easements on over 1,400 acres of open
space. The lllinois Nature Preserves Commission has also designated 36 acres of privately
owned open space in the County as nature preserves.

Greenways

When open space is concentrated in a linear manner along a natural or artificial corridor it is
referred to as a greenway. Greenways vary greatly in scale, from narrow ribbons of undeveloped
landscape that run through urban and suburban development, to wide corridors that incorporate
diverse natural and cultural features. A greenway can incorporate both public and private property,
but always provides benefits for the larger community. Some greenways are primarily recreational
corridors, while others function almost exclusively for environmental protection and are not
necessarily intended for significant use by the public. Some greenways run along stream corridors,
shorelines or wetlands; others follow abandoned rail right-of-way, transportation corridors, or other
land-based features.

Greenways serve multiple uses within a comprehensive open space planning framework. First and
foremost, greenways serve as valuable natural areas in their own right. In addition to providing



wildlife habitat and opportunities for recreational activities, they also help protect local water
quality by buffering streams and rivers from neighboring development and guarding against soil
erosion in highly sloped areas. Greenways often function as transportation and utility corridors.
Greenways also serve as links between other, noncontiguous areas of open space areas. By
connecting these areas, greenways create a continuous network of open space that is truly greater
than the sum of its parts. The benefits of utilizing greenways within an open space framework are
discussed below.

Natural Resource Protection

As tools for conservation, greenways preserve important natural landscapes, provide needed
links between fragmented habitats, and protect plant and animal species. Expansive
development patterns have contributed to the creation of islands of open space that isolate
populations of wildlife and vegetation. By connecting these islands, greenways provide
important links between areas of habitat and exponentially increase the land area available for
species to migrate. According to the U. S. Department of Agriculture’s Natural Resources
Conservation Service, greenways are heavily trafficked by terrestrial wildlife with over 70% of
species using river and stream corridors.

Air and Water Quality

As with other open space areas, greenways help improve air quality by protecting the plants
that naturally create oxygen and filter out air pollutants such as ozone, sulfur dioxide, carbon
monoxide, and airborne particles of heavy metals. Greenways can also be used to facilitate
physical exercise and promote pedestrian and bicycle travel in developed areas and help reduce
emissions from automobiles. Within the developed areas of McHenry County, greenways can
be established between residential neighborhoods and local shopping and entertainment
districts, employment centers, and schools. Given the desire to reduce traffic congestion,
greenways, along with other bicycle and pedestrian trail facilities, should be viewed as part of
the solution to traffic congestion and improved air quality in the County.

Greenways that center on water features also serve to improve water quality. Greenways can
provide natural buffer zones that protect streams, rivers and lakes from the pollutants often
found in surface water run-off. Non-point source pollutants, such as fertilizers and pesticides,
degrade waterways, threaten water quality, and endanger the health of aquatic species.
According to the USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service, a properly installed
agricultural buffer, which is a type of informal greenway, can remove up to 50% or more of
nutrients and pesticides and up to 75% or more of sediment that would otherwise be washed
into waterways. The importance of greenways in protecting water quality is already being
recognized in the County as evidenced by watershed plans for rivers and streams throughout its
borders. Moving forward, these plans can offer the foundation of more cohesive, county-wide
greenway and water protection policies.

Eco-tourism and Recreation
While connecting critical habitat and protecting our water resources may be their most
important function, greenways may also provide benefit through eco-tourism and recreation.



Greenways are ideal for use in conjunction with trail systems for hiking, biking, running, cross-
country skiing, snowmobiling, horse riding, or canoeing.

Private trail systems in McHenry County currently provide over 350 miles of snowmobile trails
for members of the McHenry County Snowmobile Association and about 45 miles of equestrian
trails for members of private equestrian associations. Public horseback riding and snowmobile
trails are also provided at Chain O’Lakes State Park and certain MCCD sites. The County’s
popular Prairie Trail is a “rails-to-trails” bicycle trail made possible through the conversion of rail
right-of-way to a greenway.

Past Planning Initiatives and Pertinent Entities

McHenry County has not developed an integrated greenway or trails plan. In lieu of such a plan,
McHenry County government agencies, including MCCD and local park districts, participated in the
development of the Northeastern lllinois Regional Greenways and Trails Plan (1999). This plan, co-
authored by the Northeastern lllinois Planning Commission (now part of the Chicago Metropolitan
Agency for Planning) and Openlands, identifies opportunities for the establishment of a network of
4,300 miles of greenways and nearly 2,000 miles of trails at regional and local scales. Many of these
greenways have already been protected, while numerous others remain as opportunities for the future.
Ideally, this regional plan for McHenry County would be adopted and incorporated into all municipal and
county land use and recreational plans. Over time, the plan could also be refined and transformed into a
focused plan with enhanced opportunities for greenway protection and interconnection with adjacent
counties in lllinois and Wisconsin.

For example, it is also becoming more commonplace for a subdivision to set aside
open space for use by its residents. When required by local municipalities through the use of open
space requirements such as in planned developments or conservation design subdivisions, this form of
private-ownership can add to the County’s inventory of local parks.

Many park districts, such as the Village of Cary, have long realized the importance of greenways and
have included them in their plans as linkages between parks. Several municipalities, such as the City of
Crystal Lake are also including greenways in their future plans to be used both as wildlife corridors and
as connecting links between McHenry County Conservation District trails.



Goals, Objectives, & Policies

GOAL 1. PROTECT PRIME AGRICULTURAL SOILS.
OBJECTIVE A.  Limit soil erosion in agricultural areas.

Al. Require the application of best management practices to minimize soil disturbance
and compaction and help maintain biodiversity. These would include
maintaining natural vegetative filter strips along streams, conserving buffer
areas around wetlands and woodlands, and minimizing the use of herbicides
and pesticides.

—

B1. Require soil erosion and sediment control plans and stormwater management plans
with new building plans as part of required engineering plans for public
improvements and private development.

B2. Require the maintenance of natural and existing groundcover and vegetation in
order to minimize erosion.

B3. Limit erosion from surface water run-off by aligning structures, roads, and public
improvements with the contour of the land.

B4. Discourage construction activity on areas having slopes in excess of 12%.

GOAL 2. PRESERVE AND RESTORE THE COUNTY’S NATIVE VEGETATION.

OBIJECTIVE C. Promote tree planting and the use of native planting materials in landscaping.

C1. Encourage amendment of local zoning ordinances, subdivision, stormwater
ordinances, and other regulations to encourage increased open space and planting
of native grasses, trees, and flowers in new development and on private lands.

C2. Encourage the establishment of low profile native landscaping along County and
Township roads.

C3. Require the provision of significant landscaping in industrial areas to promote
improved air quality.




GOAL 3. ENHANCE BIODIVERSITY WITHIN THE COUNTY.

OBJECTIVEE. Protect environmentally sensitive areas from negative impacts of adjacent land
uses.

E1. Continue enforcement of regulations and review procedures for areas such as
wetlands, floodplains, woodlands, steep slopes, natural drainage systems, and
habitat areas for native wildlife, aquatic life, and endangered or threatened species.

E2. Engage in mutual planning and intergovernmental agreements with all relevant
governmental agencies as well as other public and private entities to protect
environmentally sensitive areas.

E3. Direct development to _ areas within or adjacent to
municipalities and service areas.

E4. Incorporate the evaluation of impacts to natural resources within transportation
infrastructure planning and implementation decisions.

E5. Require that the conservation of natural resources and energy be a primary
consideration for all development decisions.

OBIJECTIVEF. Preserve, regenerate, and restore natural areas.
-Protect the most vulnerable natural areas in McHenry County as identified by the
McHenry County Natural Areas Inventory through the use of acquisition, dedication,
and conservation easements.

of the Chicago Wilderness Green Infrastructure Vision and its
mapped resources protection areas as a framework for integrated countywide
efforts to protect natural resource-rich areas.

GOAL 4. PRESERVE SUBSTANTIAL OPEN SPACE, FARMLAND, AND AQUIFER RECHARGE AREAS
THROUGHOUT THE COUNTY.

OBJECTIVE G. Create and adopt a countywide Open Space Plan.
G1.

G2. Encourage development in areas located within or
adjacent to municipalities and service areas.

G3. Support expanded open space acquisition by the McHenry County Conservation
District, park districts and municipal park departments, townships, and state and
federal agencies.

G4. Encourage partnerships to leverage local programs.

G5. Focus land acquisition efforts in natural areas that are endangered or threatened.




OBJECTIVE H. Encourage private landowners to set aside land for conservation and farmland
protection purposes.

H1. Coordinate conservation efforts with private land conservation organizations.

H2. Create incentives such as tax benefits or permitting the purchase of development
rights.

H3. Create a countywide regulatory mechanism, such as an Open Space/Land
Dedication Ordinance to secure open space lands or a fee-in-lieu to be used towards
the purchase of lands, to be part of the review process for development in
unincorporated McHenry County.

GOAL 5. ESTABLISH A NETWORK OF GREENWAYS THROUGHOUT THE COUNTY.

Figures:
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OBIJECTIVEIL. Create and adopt a greenways master plan for incorporation into the
countywide open space master plan.

11. Utilize regional trails and greenways models, such as the Northeastern lllinois
Regional Greenways and Trails Plan, as templates from which a local plan can be
created.

12. Utilize various greenway preservation tools such as planned linkages,
intergovernmental agreements, community buffers, and land first design principles.

13. Formally designate trail corridors and circuits throughout the County to provide
clear, safe connections between McHenry County communities and existing and
future open space areas.

14. Collaborate with municipalities to link local parks and open spaces to existing and
planned portions of the countywide open space network.

I5. ldentify lands along rail and utility corridors with the potential to be converted to
greenways.

16. Cooperate with MCCD, municipalities, and local park districts to obtain additional
shoreline areas along the Fox River, the Kishwaukee River, and their tributaries.

17. Consider the adoption and implementation of the Northeastern Illinois Regional
Water Trails Plan for McHenry County as a component of the Greenways Master
Plan.

Map, McHenry County Prime Soils (Repeat in agriculture chapter)
Map, McHenry County Natural Area Inventory (MCNAI) Sites
Map, McHenry County Open Space

Map, McHenry County Conservation District (MCCD) Trails Plan
Map, Prairie and Oak Savannah ecosystems (IDNR)



Removed:

1. Greenway Policy 2 “Direct development into and adjacent to municipalities in order to reduce
automobile dependency and provide multi-transportation options including bicycle routes,
carpooling, and enhanced public transit to improve air quality.” - Used twice
elsewhere....connection to greenways not explicit

2. Native Vegetation Policy = "Require developments to be “carbon neutral”. In this approach,
the total amount of carbon emissions projected from a development (additional traffic, use of
energy in producing building materials) must be offset, for example by planting trees.” — Lack of
discussion elsewhere relating to carbon neutrality...Bold policy may prove divisive or
unpractical

Outside Experts and Presenters: (Original)

Ed Collins, MCCD — Natural Resources and Open Space

Larry Thomas, Baxter and Woodman — Water Resources

Tim Loftus, CMAP — same

Dave Brandt, NRCS — Soils and Geology

Ed Weskerna, SWCD — same

Cindy Skrukrud, Fox River Ecosystem Partnership — Natural resources and greenways
Dennis Dreher, Boone Creek Watershed Alliance —same

Randy Stowe, Nippersink Creek Watershed —same

Nathan Hill, Kishwaukee River Ecosystem Partnership — same

Ders Anderson, Upper Kishwaukee River/Franklinville Creek - same

Lenore Beyer-Clow, Marengo-Union Region of Kishwaukee River —same

Ders Anderson, Openlands Greenways Director — trails and green infrastructure
Ann Viger, Crystal Lake Park District Planner — same

Thom Palmer, Huntley Park District Director — same

Dave Raica, Cary Park District Planning Director - same

Amy Peters, MCCD Planning Manager — same

Representatives from McHenry County Municipalities

Representatives from McHenry County Townships

Sources: (Original)

Woodstock Comprehensive Plan 2002

Boone County Comprehensive Plan 1999

Grundy County 2020 Comprehensive Plan

Kane County 2030 Land Resource Management Plan

Winnebago County Comprehensive Plan

Draft McHenry County 2020 Unified Plan

Inventory of Natural Resources, Cultural Features, Open Space & Recreation in
McHenry County, 1992

Will County LRMP

Biodiversity Recovery Plan, Chicago Wilderness

MCCD’s Natural Areas Protection Guide

NIPC’s and Openlands Northeastern lllinois Regional Greenways and Trails Plan and
Implementation Program

Boone and Winnebago Regional Greenways Plan

University of lllinois Fact Sheet: Environmental Corridors - Lifelines for Living



