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Sustaining the Dream – Stewarding the Places We Love
In 1971, a group of ordinary people closed their eyes and dreamed a dream. A vision of the land and water they
loved and lived on, of a way of life they cherished and of a place shared with the wildlife around them, healthy and
vibrant.
These dreamers gazed into the future and saw grandchildren not yet
born grown to adulthood with the same experiences they had once
grown up with. And in their vision these ordinary people did a most
extraordinary thing; they founded the McHenry County Conservation
District to turn that dream into a reality. All of us who choose to reside,
visit or do business here and the thousands more who support that
same mission and vision are inheritors of that dream.
The county’s landscape on the eve of settlement in 1837 consisted of three
major ecosystems: prairie grasslands, wetlands and woodlands. Today, less than 7/100ths of 1% of those original
community types remain unmodified across the entire state per the Illinois Natural Areas Inventory. McHenry, Cook
and Lake Counties contain the highest concentrations of these rare areas in the northern portion of the state and
the highest concentration of remaining high-quality wetlands in Illinois.
McHenry County Conservation District, the single largest owner of public lands in McHenry County has protected
just over 25,570 acres representing some of the rarest and most diverse natural areas and ecosystems in the
metropolitan Chicago region. These natural resources are critical for protecting the quality of our air, land and
water, providing ecosystem services, wildlife habitats and recreational spaces while contributing to our quality of
life and supporting a vibrant economy.
Years

Acres Preserved

Land Management – FY 2020

1973 - 1980

1,909 Acres

High-Quality Areas

3,693 Acres

14%

1981 - 1990

4,119 Acres

Restored & Managed Areas

9,683 Acres

38%

1991 - 2000

6,622 Acres

Farm Field Areas

5,850 Acres

23%

2001 - 2010

11,978 Acres

Developed Areas

529 Acres

2%

2011 - 2018

942 Acres

Total Acres

25,570 Acres

Unmanaged Areas
Total Acres

5,815 Acres

23%

25,570 Acres

100%

Protecting our Water, Wildlife and Way of Life in McHenry County
Economic, political, and climate change headwinds present a real challenge to preserving our water, wildlife and
way of life. The confluence of these important issues demands our full attention and are not necessarily mutually
exclusive. Economic growth, job creation, fighting crime and drugs, reducing health care costs, holding down
property taxes, controlling government spending, climate change and preserving open space are all important
issues facing the nation, state and McHenry County.
Warming Planet. According to independent analyses by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)1, 2018 marked the Earth’s fourth warmest
year on record since 1880. Climate Change is already bringing more frequent
and severe storms, extreme temperatures, flooding and drought which is
affecting our economy, ecosystems, built environment and all living things.
Wildlife Populations Declining. The world’s vertebrate populations, which
include all mammals, birds, fish, amphibians and reptiles, have decreased by
nearly 60% in just over 40 years. Astonishingly in under a half a century, the
number of non-human vertebrates on Earth have dropped more than half. This
statistic was revealed in the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Living Planet Report
2018.2 On average, vertebrae populations are declining by 2% each year with
no indication that this rate will decrease.
Valuable and Irreplaceable Assets - Illinois Prairies Disappearing. The current state of Illinois prairies is of
conservation concern. According to the 2018 State of Grasslands Report prepared by the Illinois Audubon Society,
Chicago Wilderness Alliance and Audubon; the “Prairie State” has less
than 0.01% of its pre-European settlement prairie, totaling fewer than
2,000 remnant acres (White 1978)3. These remnant parcels are generally
less than one acre and exist along railroad right-of-way or cemetery
prairies like the HUM Prairie or Mosgrove Cemetery at Stickney Run
Conservation Area. Substantial loss of our native prairie grasslands is a
major factor on the precipitous decline of several iconic grassland birds
such as Bobolink, Eastern Meadowlark, Sedge Wren, Grasshopper Sparrow
and Henslow’s Sparrow.
Act Locally, Responsibly and Urgently. While there is cause for conservation concern globally, nationally and
regionally, hope is not lost, if we choose to act locally, responsibly and urgently. Citizens of McHenry County are
fortunate to reside in a county where our natural resources are unique and treasured. Where people of all ages,
cultures and abilities can live in harmony with nature and contribute to conservation in impactful ways. Where the
wildlife habitats preserved, restored and protected by the McHenry County Conservation District and our partners
serve as priceless refuges for multitudes of living things. Where investments in conservation, parks and open space
present a cost-effective solution to combatting many of the critical issues we face as a society and as a county.
Where community is represented with shared vision and personal responsibility for the natural world. Where
through the support and advocacy of our conscientious citizens, volunteers, appointed/elected officials, board of
trustees and staff, the state of conservation on McHenry County public lands is promising and optimistic.

Executive Summary

McHenry County Conservation District

2

Conservation Stewardship – An All-Hands-on-Deck Endeavor

Our quality of life in McHenry County depends on healthy and sustainable natural resources, thoughtfully
developed cities and towns, a strong economy and beautiful outdoor places to explore, inspire and recreate.
Since 1971, as directed by the voters of McHenry County under the Conservation District Act of 1963 (70 ILCS 410),
the Conservation District has been preserving land, restoring natural areas and investing in projects and programs
to protect our water, wildlife and way of life in McHenry County.
The cost of managing, maintaining and improving these properties is a primary component of the
Conservation District’s annual operating budget and includes experienced and knowledgeable personnel who
are responsible for the stewardship and day-to-day management of these natural and built environment
assets. Conservation Stewardship is an all-hands-on deck endeavor and comes at a bargain price of less than a
penny on every dollar paid in property taxes.
Under the guardianship of the Conservation District’s appointed, non-partisan and volunteer Board of Trustees,
McHenry County residents (both the humans and non-humans which comprise the natural and cultural heritage of
McHenry County) are guaranteed that conservation public lands will be protected in perpetuity.
In 2018, those McHenry County residents and businesses benefited from the ecosystem services provided by
the McHenry County Conservation District. Grasslands, wetlands and woodlands removed pollutants from the
air and water, protected areas from flooding, supplied marketable crops, provided habitats for wildlife and
outdoor recreation. While these functions are not always accounted for in traditional economic indicators, they
contribute significantly to the county’s economy and quality of life.
Outside the backdoors of McHenry County’s homes are wetlands to meander and creeks to paddle; natural areas
critical to the survival of insect pollinators which help ensure productive crops and natural filtering areas that protect
the quality of our drinking water.
The McHenry County Conservation District offers wild lands and outdoor adventures which create memorable
moments and lifetime traditions. The Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP) ON TO 2050 Plan states
that “vibrant communities attract investment and contribute to regional resilience.” We believe McHenry County
public lands provide opportunities to grow our green economy, but to remain vibrant we must stand up for
conservation and take responsibility for preserving of our water, wildlife and way of life – our future depends upon it.

Collective Voice – Community Engagement
The FY 2020 Budget supports initiatives and actions suggested by our Conservation Congress delegates.
In an historic and unparalleled effort, the McHenry County Conservation District convened an Inaugural
Conservation Congress on McHenry County Public Lands on February 6, 2016 and again on February 10, 2018.
These events engaged more than 100 delegates representing a diverse array of organizations, interests and
opinions who pledged their continued support, enthusiasm and ethical conscience to the preservation of McHenry
County’s open lands, agricultural areas, trails, wildlife, waters and scenic beauty through the celebratory signing of
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the Fundamental Declaration of Conservation Principles. The ongoing collaboration and momentum from these two
events have forged a strong coalition of conservation-minded citizens and community partners who are actively
engaged and committed to sustaining the dream and stewarding the places we love in McHenry County for current
and future generations.
Most recently, the Conservation District reconvened delegates for the 2019 State of Conservation to discuss the
current state and outlook of conservation and recreational opportunities on Conservation District public lands,
share the progress made on various ideas generated from last year’s Congress and showcase plans for the
upcoming year. During this evening, national, regional and local leaders shared perspectives, ideas and once again
pledged their support to stand up for conservation and adopted McHenry County Citizens’ Conservation Bill of
Rights.

Our Promise – The Power of Nature
“Your beliefs become your thoughts. Your thoughts become your words. Your words become your actions. Your
actions become your habits. Your habits become your values. Your values become your destiny.’ ~ Mahatma Gandhi
The McHenry County Conservation has adopted a Conservation Stewardship Pledge to assist in fulfilling McHenry
County’s Citizens’ Conservation Bill of Rights. It is our promise today and into the future.
•

We will protect land which filters and removes pollutants from water while enhancing groundwater
recharge.

•

We will protect and restore wetlands, streams and rivers; which helps to reduce flooding.

•

We will remain steadfast in our commitment to protect distinct natural areas.

•

We will promote actions that contribute to clean air.

•

We will work vigilantly to influence the health and well-being our county.

•

We will spark hope for a future more closely intertwined with the natural world.

•

We will create opportunities for meaningful outdoor recreational experiences for people of all ages,
cultures and abilities.

•

We will build strong resilient woodlands, prairies and wetlands while striving to foster a deep sense of
place.

•

We will provide outdoor places to reflect, play and interact with family, friends and community.

•

We will help to build a sustainable and vibrant local economy by providing a destination for outdoor
recreation experiences.

•

We will manage public lands through science and in a manner that is responsive and resilient to a changing
climate.

•

We will empower our citizens to conserve our water, wildlife and way of life here in McHenry County by
actively seeking input and support.
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Our Strengths - The 5Rs of Sustainability
The McHenry County Conservation District prides itself in being both an innovator and early adopter in the region
for both conservation and fiscal stewardship. We anticipate needs, take well-calculated risks and create synergistic
relationships for local and regional conservation impact. We are responsive, responsible, resilient, resourceful
and respected in all that we do.

Responsive
The McHenry County Conservation District continues a long history of being responsive to the needs of our
residents by holding ourselves fiscally accountable and by fulfilling our promise to preserve and protect open space
for current and future generations. This has been accomplished through:
•

Property Tax Relief. General fund tax levies were frozen in four (4) of the last seven (7) years. From 2012
to 2018 the District levied $2.8 million dollars less in property taxes than what would have been statutorily
available under PTELL, which is equivalent to 30% of the FY 2020 General Fund Budget.

•

Property Tax Reduction. Total property taxes levied by the District were reduced in each of the four (4)
consecutive years from 2014 to 2017.

•

Property Tax Abatement. The 2017 tax levy increase as allowed under PTELL was permanently abated.

•

Sound Fiscal Management. In 2014, the Conservation District refinanced General Obligation Bonds for a
$14 million-dollar savings over the life of the bonds. This represents an average cash flow savings of more
than $1,089,836 per year that were not used to fund any other projects or operations – a direct savings to
the tax payers.

•

High Value Services at Low Costs. When comparing surrounding open space agencies who provide
similar land management and public access amenities, the Conservation District’s portion of a property
owner’s tax bill is among the lowest. For every dollar a resident pays in property taxes, approximately two
cents go to fund the McHenry County Conservation District. Less than a penny goes for the purpose of
managing and protecting land, water and wildlife.

•

Increased Protection. From 2001 to 2018, through voter approved referenda, the District offered
additional open space and outdoor recreational opportunities by adding 14 sites (from 20 to 34) and 20
additional miles of biking trails (41% and 39% respectively).
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Responsible
The Conservation District fulfills a statutory mandate to steward public lands which represent McHenry County’s
natural and cultural heritage - the inheritance for current and future generations. We can meet this obligation in the
most responsible manner by:
•

Restoring Ecological Health. Restoring our natural areas, farmland, wetlands and waterways now will
ensure their viability into the future. McHenry County’s adopted Strategic Plan and Green Infrastructure
Vision and Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning’s (CMAP) ON TO 2050 Plan stress the importance of
conserving natural areas.

•

Preserving Iconic Places. We are the generation that has the opportunity and responsibility to preserve
those places that clean our air and water, protect wildlife habitat, and add to our county’s natural beauty
before they disappear forever.

•

Safeguarding Our Health. Nature is a source of food, potential medicines, and critical lands for outdoor
recreation, relaxation and reflection. These same natural resources provide an opportunity to address
human health concerns like obesity, mental illness, depression and cardiovascular disease. If we protect
our land, we safeguard our health.

•

Creating Memorable Experiences. Conservation District sites provide local and accessible places for
families, friends and neighbors to share and celebrate a love of the outdoors. Hiking, fishing, hunting,
boating and camping traditions are passed from one generation to the next.

Resilient
Natural areas under protection by the Conservation District help to ensure that the County is prepared for natural
and manmade disasters such as floods, drought, groundwater contamination, and pollution via the protection of
our land, air and water. Resiliency is possible through:
•

Groundwater Protection. Natural areas, wetlands, and grasslands help filter pollutants from and help the
quality of our drinking water. McHenry County is dependent upon this valuable resources and access to
clean drinking water will become increasingly important as we move into the future.

•

Clean Rivers & Streams. Grasslands and wetlands act as natural surface water filters preventing pollutants,
pesticides and fertilizers [off lawns and farmlands] from running directly into local waterways.

•

Healthy Productive Pollinators. Protecting and restoring natural areas is critical to the survival of insect
pollinators which help to ensure productive crops vital for our food supply as well as healthy ecological
systems throughout the county.
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Resourceful
The Conservation District strives to produce the most cost effective and efficient budget possible while continuing
to provide McHenry County residents with the highest quality sites, services and experiences they deserve and
expect. In the process of providing these services, the District has taken on a leadership role in and has actively
pursued intergovernmental collaboration opportunities and innovative partnerships to maximize its effectiveness.
The Conservation District plays a vital role in assisting the County to implement its adopted long-range plans, such
as its Strategic Plan, GIV, Transportation Plan, Emergency Management Plan, Natural Hazard Mitigation Plan and
Mobilizing for Action through Planning & Partnerships (MAPP) to name a few. This strategy of resourcefulness will
allow the District to:
•

Promote a Shared Strategy for Conservation. The District serves a leader in conserving land and
protecting our community’s character and quality of life. Conservation groups throughout the county are
working together to protect our land, air and water, with the Conservation District serving as the primary
agency, to ensure large, connected natural areas are protected.

•

Collaborate to Protect Additional Acres. To remain a healthy, breathtaking and an economically viable
place to live and work in the decades to come, additional lands need to be protected in McHenry County
that link existing preserves, safeguard agricultural production, protect water supplies and remain resilient
in the face of growing climate variability. The District will continue to collaborate with other agencies to
meet this shared vision as outlined in our own Strategic Plan, the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for
Planning (CMAP) ON TO 2050 Plan and McHenry County’s Green Infrastructure Vision (GIV), adopted July
2012.

•

Provide Exceptional Stewardship. With only 72 full-time and 5 regular part-time highly effective,
exceptionally talented and dedicated staff, the McHenry County Conservation District stewards more than
25,570+ Acres, 34 Public Sites, 836,120 Linear Feet of Trails. These responsibilities are augmented by an
equally committed and passionate volunteer workforce that contributes endless hours to the District’s
overall mission.

Respected
The natural areas preserved and protected by the McHenry County Conservation District bring local, regional and
national recognition to McHenry County, attract businesses and consumer spending, and are part of the way of life
for people who choose McHenry County for its natural setting and outdoor recreational pursuits. We have earned
the respect of McHenry County residents and partners through basing our land stewardship decisions on good
science and financial decisions on sound fiscal stewardship. The District is recognized for its:
•

Environmental Stewardship and Scientific Expertise. From ecological restoration, rare plant discoveries,
scientific research, innovative management strategies, wildlife reintroduction and experiential educational
programs, the Conservation District is recognized locally, regionally and nationally as a leader in
collaborative conservation and public engagement efforts underway in our region.
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•

National Leadership and Regional Collaboration. The District played a key leadership role in
establishment of Hackmatack National Wildlife Refuge. Sparked by a grassroots effort, the Friends of
Hackmatack grew to over 40 organizations— including the Conservation District, Sierra Club – Illinois and
Wisconsin Chapters, Trust for Public Land, Illinois Department of Natural Resources, Illinois Nature
Preserves Commission and Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. The District is a founding and
active member of the Chicago Wilderness, a regional alliance leading strategy to preserve, improve and
expand nature and quality of life in Illinois, Indiana, Wisconsin and Michigan. The alliance connects leaders
in conservation, health, business, sciences and beyond to tackle challenging issues to ensure a resilient
region.

•

Community and Business Partnerships. By the very nature of providing recreational spaces for hiking,
biking, paddling, camping, fishing, hunting and enjoying wildlife, the Conservation District is a big part of
McHenry County’s local economy. Without beautiful natural areas these economic opportunities would not
be possible. The District’s reputation as a local, regional and national leader has led to many collaborative
and innovative partnerships with local communities and businesses such as Visit McHenry County and the
McHenry County Economic Development Corporation. Whether it be a bike ride on the HUM Trail with
lunch at Clasen’s Tavern in Union, a paddle along the Nippersink Creek with refreshing drinks at the
Richmond BratHaus in Richmond or Rusty Nail Saloon in Ringwood. The District’s reputation for
innovation and collaboration has fostered new economic development opportunities such as the ongoing
efforts to bring a nature hospitality “glamping” experience to the Fox Bluff Conservation Area.

•

Conservation Ethic Standards & Principles. The District champions a conservation ethic that inspires
respect for the land; promotes sound environmental practices; provides quality experiences that promote
green, healthy and balanced lifestyles; and moves McHenry County toward an ever more environmentally
sound future.

Trekking Forward: Assessing & Navigating the Landscape
Our commitment to our mission and vision remains a priority within the ever-changing economic, political, and
environmental landscape in which the Conservation District exists and operates. This landscape requires ongoing
education and advocacy, strategic investments in capital (human, natural resources, and built environment),
creativity, adaptive management and service delivery to remain resilient and relevant.
The FY 2016 - FY 2020 Strategic Plan adopted by the Board of Trustees on April 16, 2015 acknowledges the
current position of the Conservation District through an in-depth analysis of strengths, opportunities, weaknesses
and threats and identifies the critical issues believed to be of paramount importance in the immediate future. The
tactics and strategies identified within the Strategic Plan acknowledge the significant fiscal constraints affecting the
District and realistically focuses resources on programs, projects, sites and services the Conservation District can
manage effectively given the organizational capacity of staff and volunteers; the Conservation District remains
generally in a maintenance mode.
Despite the external environment and the internal capabilities of the organization, the Conservation District
continues to make great strides in moving the organization forward towards its vision by effectively executing
strategy. The Conservation District, through its dedicated and knowledgeable Board of Trustees, staff and
volunteers are a “force of nature” in their own right, achieving amazing results because this strategy is understood
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and shared. Input is solicited from a diverse group of individuals from within and outside the Conservation District
who are not afraid to challenge the status quo, ask tough questions, explore new and innovative ideas, assess and
mitigate risks and address constituent concerns.
The Conservation District constantly strives to make McHenry County a treasured destination and a place to call
home; where protected public lands represent an indispensable, invaluable and irreplaceable asset to the region
supporting life, livelihood and leisure. The planning process to update the Strategic Plan for FY 2021 to FY
2023 is underway. It will be presented at the 2020 Conservation Congress in February 2020 and adopted with the
FY 2021 Budget in April 2020.

Intergenerational Equity – Sharing the Responsibility for Wide Open Spaces
For more than a decade, the Conservation District has been focused on addressing internal management and
operational priorities to sustain a healthy and vibrant McHenry County. We remain committed to an ongoing
evaluation of key operations, programs and services in order to retain talent and functional staffing levels, align
operations and services with best management practices, manage expenditures, enhance non-tax revenues,
identify programs and services core to our mission, create efficiencies and forge strategic alliances and
partnerships.
Landscape scale conservation requires an intergenerational equity approach to complete the intricate and complex
assemblage of high-quality natural areas, significant wetlands, habitats for endangered and threatened species, trail
linkages and to create public access improvements on existing sites. The first two generations of McHenry County
residents responsible for founding the Conservation District shouldered the costs of establishing the agency and
preserving the first 10,000 acres of county open space. The next two generations have been responsible for the
passage of two referendums that set aside the next 15,000 acres and developed much of the public access for
these lands. A new generation will complete the open space system and fund the final stages of the county-wide
trail system and open space holdings. This new generation will have a significantly lower Conservation District
property tax burden, as the Conservation District’s property tax levy will be reduced by more than 60% in
2026 when the Conservation District’s annual debt service levy will be reduced by 100%.
Key issues that remain front and center include: 1) managing demand for services, 2) restoring wildlife habitat acres
acquired, 3) repairing and replacing aging infrastructure, 4) retaining talent, 5) complying with unfunded mandates,
6) mitigating risks, and 7) adapting land management strategies and our built environment to a changing climate.

Fiscal Stewardship - Zero Based Budgeting Philosophy
The Fiscal Year 2020 Budget reflects our continued commitment to provide McHenry County citizens with the best
the county has to offer in regards to protected public open space and outdoor recreational amenities. Our highest
opportunity and greatest need have been and will continue to be that of sustaining the Conservation District and its
natural and cultural heritage assets into the future. While our arduous financial outlook has improved these past few
years, the Conservation District remains dedicated to regaining full financial strength through cost effective
decisions and strategic investments of resources in mission-aligned initiatives that will diversify and grow non-tax
revenue, preserve the biodiversity of protected public lands, maintain public infrastructure for safe access and
enjoyment, increase public participation in programs, activities and sites, while continuing to remain responsive,
responsible, resilient, resourceful and respected in all that we do.
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During the budgeting process, difficult decisions and cost-effective initiatives have been and continue to be made
throughout the organization including: identification of opportunities for shared investments with government and
non-government agencies, active pursuit of alternative revenue through programs, grants and donations and
increased volunteer support.
Through fiscal restraint and responsible actions, the Conservation District provided time to allow McHenry
County’s EAV to grow and for families to recover financially. With the improving economy, it is time to stand
up for conservation and make the necessary investments to more effectively and responsibly steward
conservation areas in public trust and address areas that need adequate resources and funding.
Sustaining a vibrant economy is dependent upon sites and trails that are safe and well maintained and conservation
areas that provide for a diverse array of flora and fauna species.
The Conservation District will continue to assess needs, and with limited resources, strive to protect our water,
wildlife and way of life in McHenry County. This will be achieved by maintaining high-quality natural areas and
service excellence expectations and with a continued commitment to cultivate strategic working partnerships for
shared collaborative investments to successfully fulfill the conservation mission and land ethic as envisioned by the
county’s citizens when the McHenry County Conservation District was first established.

The Value Proposition
Funding Our Water, Wildlife & Way of Life - How Much Is It Worth?
The McHenry County Conservation District has been extremely effective in managing investments made by our
residents through property taxes, user fees and individual donations of time, talent and resources. 82.9% of the
Conservation District’s operating revenue comes from property taxes and the remainder from user fees, licenses,
grants, donations and sponsorships.
For every dollar a resident pays in property taxes, approximately $0.02 is paid to the McHenry County
Conservation District. Less than $0.01 goes for the purpose of operating and managing public lands that
constitute the natural heritage of McHenry County. Slightly over $0.01 goes to service the Conservation
District’s debt approved by the voters for the preservation of public open space, protection of wildlife habitat
and public access improvements.4
The Conservation District does not have the same flexibility as the County or municipalities to fund operations and
services with other tax and non-tax options. The Conservation District has no authority to impose sales tax, motor
fuel tax, hotel/motel tax and state aid is not received from the Local Government Distributive Fund for operations.
On a per capita basis, it costs less than $0.08 per day or $2.29 per month to operate and maintain
Conservation District public lands.5 This represents a fraction of the cost when compared to the national average
of $7 per month as reported by the National Recreation and Park Association in their America’s Engagement with
Parks study.6
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The research found that there was overwhelming support (75% of Americans) to provide funding up to $9 per
month or 30% above current levels for parks, recreation and open space. The study also highlighted American’s
engagement with parks with 95% stating it was important for their local park and recreation agency to protect the
natural environment by acquiring and maintaining parks, trails and green spaces and 87% expressing support for
their park and recreation agency to invest in critical infrastructure that would improve their community’s ability to
withstand or recover quickly from natural disasters.

The Importance of Nature to McHenry County’s Economies
The protected open space in McHenry County is rich with natural assets that perform a variety of ecological
functions. The priority areas for conservation and restoration are captured in the region’s Green Infrastructure
Vision (GIV). Forests, wetlands, prairies, and water bodies remove pollutants from the air and water, protect areas
from flooding, supply marketable crops, and provide habitats for wildlife and recreation. While these functions are
not always accounted for in traditional economic indicators, they significantly contribute to McHenry County’s
economy and quality of life.
Based on a study to estimate the value of the regions green infrastructure prepared by the Chicago Metropolitan
Agency for Planning (CMAP)7, McHenry County open space areas within the GIV contribute to an estimated $353
million per year from flood control, groundwater recharge, water purification, and carbon storage. The properties
the Conservation District manages, which are rich with natural resources, account for 5.5% of the ecosystem service
value in the entire seven-county region.8
McHenry’s water and wetland resources provide the highest economic and flood control value to the County.
Located in the upstream Upper Fox and Kishwaukee Watersheds, McHenry County is an important regional
steward of the Fox and Kishwaukee Rivers. Conservation and restoration investments made in McHenry County will
not only have major economic and quality of life implications for communities within the County, but also for the
dozens of communities that lie downstream.
The numerous protected lakes and wetlands in McHenry County within the GIV provide an estimated $246
million per year of protection against flooding damages to homes, roadways, and other infrastructure. In fact,
lakes can provide up to $37,000 per acre per year of economic value. Wetlands, the County’s second-most
valuable landscape, provide up to $22,000 per acre per year of economic value.

Ecosystem Service Value
Service Type

Value

% of Total County Value

% of Total Regional
Value

Flood Control

$246,451,400

69.8%

5.9%

Groundwater Recharge10

$68,651,100

19.5%

4.5%

11

Water Purification

$37,039,300

10.5%

5.9%

$834,700

0.2%

7.3%

Aggregate Services

$352,976,500

100.0%

5.5%

9

Carbon Storage

12
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Outdoor Recreation Economy
When we think of McHenry County we conjure up a vision of community, country life and outdoor living. From
rivers to ridges with wetlands, savannas, prairies and green corridors which connect us to our sense of place and
shared values of environmental stewardship.
McHenry County public lands are home to more than 2,000 different species and support a vibrant outdoor
recreation economy. Each year we see more visitors using our sites; both people and wildlife. Discovering wildlife
as you leisurely hike glacial kames, traverse under the branches of ancient oaks, wander along glistening streams
and linger in dazzling prairies filled with wildflowers, songbirds and fluttering insects is a regular occurrence.
More than one-million nature and outdoor recreation enthusiasts visit our sites each year to enjoy wildlife viewing,
hiking, camping, horseback riding, snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, fishing, hunting, camping,
canoeing, kayaking, stand-up paddle boarding, picnicking, and biking.
Visitors also generate consumer spending with the purchase/rental of gear, apparel, footwear, equipment, services
and vehicles purchases in addition to trip and travel spending with restaurant meals, fuel, lodging, lessons, guides,
and groceries.
According to the Outdoor Industry Association (OIA)13, the outdoor recreation economy generates $887 billion in
consumer spending annually, 7.6 million American jobs, $65.3 billion in federal tax revenue and $59.2 billion in
state and local tax revenue. This is more than the annual spending on pharmaceuticals and fuel combined and
nearly two times more than is spent on motor vehicles. In Illinois, the Outdoor Industry Association has found that
active outdoor recreation generates $25.8 billion in consumer spending, 200,000 jobs which generate $7.8 billion in
wages and salaries and produces nearly $1.7 billion annually in state and local tax revenue. Further, the U.S. Census
reports that each year 3.6 million people hunt, fish or enjoy wildlife-watching in Illinois, contributing $2.4 billion in
wildlife recreation spending to the state economy. McHenry County Conservation District public lands is a part of
this growing economy which is supported in every major demographic group (age, gender, income, household,
political affiliation, etc.). The Bureau of Economic Analysis measures Outdoor Recreation as part of the GDP and it
accounts for 2.2% of the U.S. economy.14

Investing in a Healthy Future for McHenry County

There is immense value in preserving the natural treasures of McHenry County while they remain. Wide open
spaces contribute greatly to our quality of life, not only by contributing to our overall health (physical, mental, and
spiritual as places to rest, play, reflect and explore) but by their intrinsic value as well. These conservation areas
reflect the unique natural and cultural heritage of McHenry County and their long-term preservation is a promise to
future generations that this heritage will still exist for them decades from today.
McHenry County has open space areas that need to be protected as those areas are subject to future growth
and/or development. Important natural areas and high-quality stream corridors identified on the McHenry County
and Illinois Natural Area Inventories and in the McHenry County Green Infrastructure Plan adopted by the McHenry
County Board in 2012 remain unprotected.
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One example of significant impacts to the County’s natural heritage has been a nearly 90% loss of the original
stands of mature oak trees that once existed. Remaining remnants of these stands are important candidates for
preservation and the Conservation District continues to work with other organizations and private owners to help
preserve and manage these areas through purchase, conservation easements and management agreements.
Looking ahead, the Conservation District will continue to pursue creative funding sources and strategic partnerships
to protect critical public open space when opportunities occur and will remain steadfast in its mission to provide a
myriad of ecosystem services, education programs and recreational activities that will promote the health,
happiness and heritage of our human and non-human constituents.
Even more compelling to economic benefits, is that parks and open space are essential to our neighborhoods in
providing relief from suburban stressors like traffic congestion, blacktop roads, and a horizon of only rooftops. By
protecting open space we reduce air pollution, improve water quality, provide areas for excess flood waters, limit
storm water impacts, reduce soil erosion and increase property values. Our human health and viability are vitally
dependent upon the quality and biodiversity of our public lands and the ecosystem services they provide (the food
we eat, the water we drink and the sense of place for solitude, renewal and physical activity). Whether you visit one
of the Conservation District’s conservation areas, participate in a program or special event, every resident of
McHenry County directly benefits from the county’s protected natural resources on McHenry County Conservation
District’s public lands – 365 days of the year.
The District’s programs, sites, facilities and services as proposed within the FY 2020 Budget, are an investment in
McHenry County’s future. The associated benefits provide a return on investment (ROI) and return on environment
(ROE) that is tangible, measurable and essential to sustaining the long-term health and viability of McHenry County.
McHenry County Conservation District’s protected public lands and associated working landscapes provide
McHenry County citizens with indispensable, invaluable, irreplaceable ecological services that are fundamental to
the overall success and continued strengthening of a vibrant, healthy and economically prosperous McHenry
County.
We have a choice in our decisions and united we can make a difference for current and future generations by
standing up for our water, wildlife and way of life in McHenry County. Together, we can continue to make McHenry
County vibrant, resilient and sustainable!
Yours in Conservation,
McHENRY COUNTY CONSERVATION DISTRICT

Elizabeth S. Kessler, MBA, CPRE
Executive Director
c:

Board of Trustees, McHenry County Conservation District
Robert “Bob” Nowak, McHenry County Board Liaison
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