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Next Century Conservation Plan Vision 

 
The people of Cook County will celebrate and nurture our thriving woodlands,  
prairies and waters as world-class treasures that sustain our great metropolis. 

 
 

 

In 2014, President Toni Preckwinkle and the Forest Preserves of Cook County Board of Commissioners adopted an ambitious plan to 

restore the Forest Preserves to health and sustain them as a world-class treasure for the people of Cook County.  The Next Century 

Conservation Plan (NCCP) lays out a set of bold actions to make Cook County a national leader in urban/regional conservation and calls 

for a massive commitment to restore habitat, acquire and protect more land, and make the preserves more inviting and accessible to 

all Cook County residents.  

Today, more than seventy partners are working with the Forest Preserves of Cook County (FPCC) to implement 64 priority programs 

and projects to be completed by 2020. This report presents a detailed update on each of the 64 priority programs.  As indicated, 82% 

of the priority programs are completed or underway, 6% have been redirected and 11% have stalled, primarily due to a lack of resources.  

For the most part, we believe this reflects a healthy balance of steady progress, adaptability, and risk taking.  However, the growing 

number of projects which have stalled and the inability to scale up to meet 2020 mileposts are cause for concern.  Furthermore, the 

pressures of addressing the FPCC’s structural operating deficit, the district’s backlog of deferred maintenance, its on-going pension 

deficit and other rising costs will continue to constrain the availability of public resources to support restoration, acquisition, 

accessibility improvements and other NCCP goals.  As described in the Annual Report of the Conservation and Policy Council, the 

proposed 2019 budget continues to address some of these challenges, but resources are net yet available to address the most difficult 

challenges.  

  

http://fpdcc.com/about/board-meetings/conservation-policy-council/
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Table 1:  Key Achievements to Date (2014-2018) 

 

Nature 

Native landscapes will thrive for generations. 

People 

Everyone in Cook County will feel welcome at the forest preserves—and 

will seek them out for discovery, renewal and fun. 

✓ 13,000 acres under restoration or active management 

✓ Ecological health assessments underway at 20 sites 

✓ Three sites designated as Illinois Nature Preserves and/or 
Illinois Land and Water Reserves (2016 to 2018) 

✓ Restoration funding incorporated into the FPCC’s 
operating budget (starting in 2018) 

✓ Completed the Natural and Cultural Resource Master Plan 
to prioritize restoration efforts  

✓ 989 Conservation Corps participants contributed over 
153,000 restoration hours (2016 through 2018) 

✓ 4538 volunteers contributed over 65,000 hours in 2018 

✓ Robust training program established for stewards and 
other volunteers; on-line training added in 2018 

✓ Acquired the 397-acre Horizon Farm site and the 164-acre 
Holy Family Villa  

✓ Field investigations completed for all high priority 
archaeological sites 

✓ Established a native seed policy 

✓ Completed Master Sustainability Plan designed to reduce 
FPCC’s greenhouse gas emissions by 80% by 2050 

✓ In partnership with the University of Illinois Extension, 
established the Conservation@Home Initiative to expand 
the borders of the preserves by encouraging homeowners 
to plant native vegetation 

✓ Restructured the CEP department to a zone model and developed a 
campus model in Calment City to establish stronger partnerships with 
community based organizations 

✓ Welcomed more than 150,000 campers at new or renovated 
campgrounds (2015 through Oct. 2018) 

✓ Developed new approaches to engage community leaders and connect 
urban communities to nature (such as nature play, Camping Leadership 
Immersion Courses, and Greater Maywood Paddling Program) 

✓ Added 32 miles of new regional trails (2016 to 2018) 

✓ Hired advisor, launched ADA working groups, and completed training of 
all FPCC staff on working with people with disabilities 

✓ Upgraded life-safety and accessibility improvements to trails, comfort 
stations, picnic groves and buildings 

✓ In partnership with Cook County Department of Public Health, launched 
Wellness in the Woods Initiative to engage residents to be active, playful 
and restful in nature; distributed 70,000 brochures (in English and 
Spanish) to 300 community health organizations 

✓ Completed 12 “Gateway” master plans at sites to serve as activity hubs  

✓ Established FPCC as a premier birding destination by developing the Bird 
the Preserves initiative and creating a strong, on-going partnership with 
the birding community 

✓ New zipline/rope course has attracted nearly 57,000 visitors since 
opening in 2016 

✓ In partnership with the Chicago Zoological Society, trained all FPCC 
programming staff to develop and facilitate early childhood nature play 
programs and expanded nature play sites throughout the forest 
preserves 
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Table 1:  Key Achievements to Date (2014-2018) (continued) 

 

Economy 

Communities will value the economic benefits  

of protected lands. 

Leadership 

Visionary conservation leaders will safeguard, expand  

and bring increased resources to the Forest Preserves. 

✓ Promoted the FPCC to hundreds of thousands of people via 
billboards, radio, TV, and an Emmy-award-winning 
documentary  

✓ Collaborated with the Zoo, Garden and other partners to 
market special events such as Bird the Preserves 

✓ Completed ecosystems analysis estimating $469M annual 
regional benefit generated by the FPCC via flood control, 
water recharge and purification, and carbon storage 

✓ Documented the FPCC’s $1.5B economic impact to region for 
the period of 2003 to 2015 

 

✓ Refined cost estimates for major elements of the plan 

✓ Analyzed more than 50 initiatives to reduce costs or raise 
revenues 

✓ Developed cost recovery guidelines  

✓ Completed concessions and permits master plan 

✓ Completed first phase of golf master plan 

✓ Completed first phase of cost-benefit analysis for aquatic 
centers 

✓ Aligned performance metrics for all the FPCC departments with 
the NCCP goals 

✓ Launched the Conservation and Policy Council 

✓ Completed annual evaluations of the NCCP implementation  
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Goal 1/NATURE: Native landscapes will thrive for generations. 

Core idea The mission of the Forest Preserves is to preserve and protect native flora, fauna and ecosystems for current and 

future generations.  Its nearly 70,000 acres contain some of the most unique habitats on earth, but these lands 

have deteriorated after decades-long challenges like habitat fragmentation, pollution and runoff, competition from 

invasive species and climate change.  In an urban setting, nature requires outside help to remain healthy and 

diverse, and humans play an important role in bringing damaged natural areas back to thriving conditions. Increased 

investment in restoration and stewardship is needed to reestablish and maintain the ecological health and diversity 

of the forest preserves.  Together the Forest Preserves, its partners and the citizens of Cook County can restore 

harmony, diversity and balance with nature.     

Why Historically, a total of 184 federally or state-protected threatened and endangered species were reported from 

Cook County; today as many as 69 of these have disappeared from our region.  For those that remain, the preserves 

are the last best hope.  In a sea of built landscape, the preserves are a refuge where native plants and animals can 

thrive and reproduce. To ensure no more species are lost, we must further protect, restore and nurture the native 

plant and animal communities and enable them to thrive for the next 100 years and beyond.   

2018 

Successes 

▪ FPCC incorporated $3.9 million for restoration funding into its annual operating budget and ended its reliance 

on reserve funds for this important work.   

▪ Expanded the adult Conservation Corps program from 4 regionally focused year-around crews to 5, with the 

addition of the North Branch Conservation Corps.  

▪ Bid out and contracted Habitat Enhancement contract services for 2019-2023, securing the FPCC’s capability 

to perform largescale ecological restoration over the next five years. 

▪ Staff and contractors completed 642 acres of tree and brush clearing in 2018, improving habitat structure and 

promoting the recovery of native species. 

▪ Published a 3-year restoration status update 
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Measures of Success by 2020 

 

Priority 1.1 Invest in Restoration and Stewardship 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Restore and actively manage 

30,000 acres of natural area in 

ecological condition recognized 

by the highest level of 

designation and protection. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

1.1.1   By 2020, 12,000 acres will be under active restoration management and priority sites will be tracked 

to determine progress towards achieving high quality ecological condition (Grade B, suitable for nature 

preserve status).  By 2020, the NCRMP will be in active use as an operating plan, and the next five years of 

restoration targets will be clearly articulated and budgeted. 

Lead Responsibility FPCC Resource Management (RM)   

Partner(s) Audubon Chicago Region, Citizens for Conservation, Field Museum, Friends of the 

Forest Preserves, GreenCorps Chicago, Illinois Nature Preserves Commission, Illinois 

Department of Natural Resources, Openlands, Prairie Research Institute, Stewards & 

Volunteers, US Fish & Wildlife Service, US Army Corps of Engineers, Friends of the 

Chicago River  

▪ Conducted vegetation monitoring at 20 sites across FPCC priority landscapes in order to capture baseline data 

for recently restored sites or soon-to-be restored sites. The data will be used to measure ecological change 

over time and inform future restoration projects. 

Future 

Challenges 

▪ Since 2012, the Forest Preserves has invested $13.1 million to restore Cranberry Slough nature preserve, Deer 

Grove, Portwine and other priority sites. While this represents a substantial increase over historical spending, 

it is insufficient to reach our goal of 30,000 acres restored in the next 25 years.  New strategies and new funding 

sources are needed, and we must substantially expand the volunteer force to support and maintain restored 

sites. 

▪ Tracking and adapting to issues related to climate change, and the emergence of new invasive species.  
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 Progress to Date 13,000 acres are under restoration or active maintenance. Maintenance and further 

expansion of these acres is contingent on securing additional resources. 

Data collected in 2017 from 42 reference sites (in accordance with the vegetation 

monitoring protocol established through the NCRMP) is being used to assess the 

change in ecological quality at 20 ongoing restoration sites. 

 2019 Goal(s) Explore options for continuing to make progress toward restoration goals even if 

future funding for restoration decreases. 

 2019 Cost $3,900,000 (FPCC), and $1,400,000 (staff time)   

 Total 5 Year Cost $26.5M (includes maintenance, new restoration projects, staff time) 

   

 1.1.2  By 2016, the Forest Preserves will have in place a list of priority sites for Illinois Nature Preserve and/or 

Illinois Land and Water Reserve designation and a proposed schedule to attain sufficient quality to justify 

applications for designation.  By 2020, applications will be submitted for all priority sites and a schedule for 

submitting nominations will be in place.  

 Lead Responsibility FPCC RM   

 Partner(s) Illinois Nature Preserve Commission, Prairie Research Institute   

 Progress to Date 

 

Harms Flatwood, Jens Jensen Grassland and Woodland (Deer Grove East), and  

Bobolink Meadow received official dedication by the Illinois Nature Preserve 

Commission in 2018. Applications have been submitted and are pending for an 

additional two sites: Wampum Lake, and a parcel that would expand upon the existing 

Thornton-Lansing Road Nature Preserve. 

 2019 Goal(s) Submit applications for an additional 2-3 sites based on their ecological and/or 

archaeological merit. 

 2019 Cost $15,000 (FPCC staff time) 

 Total 5 Year Cost $200,000 (PRI staff time for applications) 

  
 1.1.3  In 2016, a scientifically sound seed policy will be adopted for Forest Preserves’ restoration projects. 

By 2020 the native seed nursery project, which will be guided by this policy, will be implemented with the 

first yield collected from seed producing plants. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC RM 



*Actions are condensed from Next Century Conservation Plan      Page 7 
 

 Partner(s) Chicago Botanic Garden, Prairie Research Institute, Citizens for Conservation, Moraine 

Valley College, other local colleges, stewards  (Note: Local high schools may become 

future partners.) 

 Progress to Date 

 

The seed policy was adopted by the FPCC in 2016. In 2017, FPCC staff met with site 

stewards to clarify seed sourcing on a site-by-site basis, assess how current practices 

are meeting seed need, and develop strategies for augmentation. 

 

 

The FPCC is re-evaluating the native seed nursery project and exploring lower cost 
alternatives (such as collecting more seed from FPCC sites, partnering with the 
Chicago Botanic Garden, Moraine Valley College and other local colleges to generate 
native seeds, and establishing small seed production areas in fallow/disturbed areas 
that will be co-managed by staff and volunteers).   

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to develop strategies for practically acquiring seed material in accordance 

with the seed policy.     

 2019 Cost $15,000 staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD  

  

 1.1.4  By 2018, a field inventory will be completed for all currently identified high-priority archaeological 

sites and long-term management strategies will be developed to protect and preserve these sites and 

archaeologically sensitive landforms. We must also develop strategies to educate local students and other 

residents about this rich, natural history. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC RM   

 Partner(s) Prairie Research Institute  

 Progress to Date 

 
 

 

 

In 2016 and 2017, field surveys were completed for 18 separate FPCC parcels 

comprising 600 acres located on moderate and high archaeologically sensitive 

landforms. Archaeological sites investigated include nine sites listed as Priority 

Protection Recommended and 20 previously recorded sites listed as Further 

Investigation Needed. Additionally, 20 previously unknown sites were identified and 

recorded – some of which are now listed as Priority Protection Recommended. All 

capital improvement and habitat restoration projects scheduled for 2017 were 

reviewed for potential impact to archaeological sites. Field investigations were 

completed and long-term management strategies have been developed for all 

currently identified Priority Protection Recommended sites. 
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 2019 Goal(s) Continue review of capital improvement and habitat restoration projects scheduled 

through 2019 to assess potential impact to archaeological sites. 

 2019 Cost $75,000 (FPCC for consultant) 

 Total 5 Year Cost $1,500,000 (consultant) 

  

Priority 1.2  Mobilize people to heal and nurture the land 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Dramatically increase volunteer 

engagement by partnering with 

community leaders and 

organizations. 

The Preserves will increase the number of acres in active restoration management through a combination 

of contractors, volunteers and a conservation corps.  While Forest Preserves’ staff and contractors 

contribute to county-wide restoration efforts, volunteers have the crucial role of providing valuable fine-

scale stewardship work and long-term maintenance of restored areas.  This collaborative approach 

advances the Preserves’ ecological goals of improving our native landscapes. We recognize the important 

role volunteers play in the Preserves’ restoration activities, but also acknowledge the challenges of 

quantifying their contributions.  We must determine the best way to measure volunteer investment in the 

Forest Preserves as it relates to restoration management, and set goals and targets for future years.   

 

 1.2.1  We will continue to engage new volunteers and strengthen current relationships by:  

▪ Increasing the number of active volunteers from 2,500 contributing 77,000 hours in 2014 to 5,000 

contributing 200,000 hours by 2020. 

▪ Increasing the number of certified volunteer stewards and workday leaders from 89 in 2015 to 200 
in 2020. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC Volunteer Resources (VR), FPCC RM 

 Partner(s) Key Stewards, The Nature Conservancy, Field Museum, Audubon Chicago Region  

 Progress to Date 

            

In 2016, 4560 volunteers contributed 59,242 hours (as of 9.30.16). This number has 

increased to 65,000 hours in 2018. As of August 2017, there were 74 site stewards 

and 47 workday leaders registered in the system. Likewise, 5226 volunteers had 

created on-line profiles and 4538 of them contributed time. In 2018, this number has 

expanded to 125 volunteers in certified leadership positions (including both site 

stewards and workday leaders).  Progress was made in determining the best way to 

measure volunteer investment, but additional work is needed. 
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 2019 Goal(s) To remain on track to meet 2020 mileposts, increase number of volunteer hours to 

159,000 and the number of stewards to 156. 

 2019 Cost $100,000 (program expenses) and $560,000 (payroll) 

 Total 5 Year Cost $1,300,000 

   

 1.2.2   The Forest Preserves continues to work with partners and volunteers to improve its volunteer training 

program by pursuing new and innovative training opportunities. The number of volunteer training courses 

offered will increase from 8 courses with 40 sessions and 350 participants in 2016 to 13 courses with 60 

sessions and 600 participants in 2020.   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS, FPCC RM 

 Partner(s) Key Stewards, The Nature Conservancy, Field Museum, Great Lakes Audubon, Friends 

of the Forest Preserves, The Morton Arboretum, Volunteer Community Network 

 Progress to Date 

 
 

A robust training program is established and partners and staff continue to develop 

new classes and training opportunities for volunteers. In 2016 two new classes were 

added to existing offerings which include Practical Herbicide and Chainsaw 

Maintenance, and 78 volunteers participated in two Path to Stewardship Immersion 

Camps convened by Audubon Great Lakes. In 2017, 422 volunteers participated in 

classes focused on recruiting volunteers, working with youth, native plants, and 

wetlands restoration theory. In 2018, to address key barriers to expanding 

stewardship (including recruitment, training, and mentoring), several online courses 

including Volunteer Leadership and Managing Invasives were launched and made 

available to the stewardship community. Additionally, several stewards were 

recruited and trained to co-teach several courses on topics such as shrub 

identification and seed collection. Partnered with the Volunteer Community Network 

(VCN) to offer several online and in-person trainings which engaged over 40 

volunteers. 

 2019 Goal(s) Secure funding to expand online training offerings, and increase the number of times 

courses are being offered.   

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

  

“There has been a sea 

change since I started 

working with the Forest 

Preserves in the 1980s.  

Today we know staff as 

comrades; this just didn’t 

happen before.  Now there is 

a feeling that we are all 

working together.  This is a 

huge and important change 

that not everyone sees, but 

we stewards see it.” 

Jane Balaban 

Key Steward 
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 1.2.3  By 2020, the Forest Preserves will establish baselines, assess several case studies, identify best 

practices, and develop models for: (1) scaling up our volunteer stewards program, and (2) building 

relationships with communities near the Forest Preserves to involve these residents in the long term process 

as stewards and advocates. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC VR Division, FPCC RM, FPCC PCV, FPCC CEP 

 Partner(s) Key Stewards, Friends of the Forest Preserves, Gaylord and Dorothy Donnelly 

Foundation, Citizens for Conservation 

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, maps and spreadsheets documenting resources being invested and resources 

needed for Calumet were completed to help partners identify where work is being 

done and where work is needed and to pursue grants and other resources. Funders 

can also use the data to guide investment. (For example, the Donnelley Foundation 

uses the Calumet map to ensure grants advance the NCCP goals.)  

2018 Update: Part of the building relationships with communities component is 

absorbed into the People Committee goals. 

  In 2017, maps and spreadsheets documenting investments at the Palos and 

Northwest regions were started, but not completed.  

Efforts to convert the maps to digital, on-line formats are on hold, but could proceed 

at a future date if grant funding or pro-bono assistance becomes available. 

 2019 Goal(s) Work with the Conservation and Policy Council to identify best practices and develop 

a position paper related to scaling up volunteers. 

Through the CEP department, a community model will be developed using Beaubien 

Woods and its surrounding communities to showcase how to connect local 

communities to the Forest Preserves. 

 2019 Cost Staff time  (Also see initiatives 2.1.1 and 2.2.7.) 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 
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Create a permanent Conserva-

tion Corps in partnership with 

conservation organizations, as 

well as workforce, justice 

system and community 

agencies. 

 

1.2.4  The number of Conservation Corps service hours performed will increase from 55,000 (965 acres) in 

2014 to 150,000 by 2020, enabling the restoration management of an additional 1,666 acres by 2020 (2,631 

total acres) and every year thereafter. 

Lead Responsibility FPCC RM 

Partner(s) Friends of the Forest Preserves, Audubon Chicago Region, Greencorps Chicago, 

Student Conservation Association, Central States SER, Chicago Cook Workforce 

Partnership, Housing Authority of Cook County 

 Progress to Date 

 
 

 

 

In 2016 and 2017, 507 Conservation Corps participants contributed 113,000 

restoration hours and treated 2,318 acres for invasive species.  A new Forest 

Preserves Experience program served 150 youth and young adults in 2016-2017. A 

Request for Proposals (RFP) was issued to seek a new pool of vendors, and re-

evaluate program strategies and costs. The contract was awarded in late 2017, 

thereby securing internship partnerships through 2022.  

In 2018, additional funding allowed 281 participants to engage in Conservation Corps.  

The FPCC also expanded its partnership with the Housing Authority of Cook County 

to engage 103 youth and young adults in the Forest Preserve Experience summer 

youth employment program in 2018--a 44% increase compared to 2017. The 2020 

goals assume new resources will be invested by the FPCC and other funders.  

Additional resources of the scale required to meet our NCCP goals have not become 

available to date, and we are not currently on track to meet these goals. 

 2019 Goal(s) We anticipate similar participation and contributions by the Conservation Corps in 

2019.  The FPCC will continue working with partners to seek new resources and grant 

opportunities to supplement and grow the Corps program and the programs will 

expand if additional funding becomes available.  However, the FPCC will also develop 

strategies for the possibility of reduced funding in future years. 

 2019 Cost $840,000 (FPCC for Conservation Corps) + $190,000 to $390,000 (new funding sought 

to expand Forest Preserve Experience program) 

 Total 5 Year Cost $10,980,000 (for 2016-2019, $5,600,000 from the FPCC and $5,300,000 in additional 

funds needed).  This budget would enable the engagement of 1,098 participants and 

contribute 491,000 service hours.   
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 1.2.5   Evaluation initiated in 2016 and continued annually will document increases in Corps members’ 

knowledge of nature, interest in serving as ambassadors for the preserves in their communities, and 

placement in jobs or post-secondary education.  By 2020, a system will be in place to track graduates 

through their first placement and beyond to assess the effectiveness of the Conservation Corps model in 

terms of employment or pursuit of a college degree in a conservation related field. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC RM 

 Partner(s) Friends of the Forest Preserves, Audubon Chicago Region, Greencorps Chicago, 

Student Conservation Association, Central States SER, Chicago Cook Workforce 

Partnership 

 Progress to Date 

 

Currently tracking 90 days post program for adult programs. All programs administer 

a pre- and post-employment survey to assess participants’ knowledge of the 

Preserves. In some cases, partners track this information, but further efforts are on 

hold pending additional staff or financial resources. 

 2019 Goal(s) Complete a self-selected survey of past conservation corps alumni to track their 

volunteerism, attitudes towards nature, and pursuit of higher education or a career in 

green fields post-program. 

 2019 Cost $61,200-$70,000 

 Total 5 Year Cost $306,000-$350,000 

   

 1.2.6  By 2020 conservation organizations and workforce development partners will put a robust program 

in place that connects Corps members to potential employment including: 1) Conservation Corps partners 

will be engaged in curriculum development, mock interviews, mentoring and connecting Corps members to 

other possible internships and apprenticeships; 2) The Preserves will hold an annual conservation job fair 

targeting Corps members and others; and 3) Annual goals will be established and met for the number of 

graduates employed and for the number with conservation-related jobs. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC RM and FPCC Finance  

 Partner(s) Contractors and Conservation Corps partners 

 Progress to Date 

 

A robust system is now in place to connect Corps members to potential employment.  

In 2016 and 2017, 80 Corps members per year participated in annual career fairs held 

at Brookfield Zoo.  An annual Conservation Corps Conference introduced 100 Corps 

members to prominent local figures in the conservation community, and the FPCC 

hosted a Conservation Corps Celebration and Networking event for participants from 
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all programs to come together and connect with their peers. These programs 

continued in 2018, headlined by the annual Conservation Corps Conference which is 

scheduled to be hosted at the Chicago Botanic Garden in fall 2018. The 2018 

conference has expanded to invite interns from other local employers of conservation 

interns (such as the Chicago Park District), expanding networking opportunities for 

participants. 

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to host annual career fairs and the annual Conservation Corps Conference 

to provide opportunities for professional development and networking.   

 2019 Cost $3,000 plus staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost $15,000 plus staff time 

  
Priority 1.3 Connect the Preserves to a wider wilderness 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Expand the preserves through a 

targeted land acquisition 

strategy up to 90,000 acres. 

1.3.1  By 2016, the FPCC will collaborate with expert partners to identify potential conservation easement 
opportunities, develop conservation easement incentives, develop an outreach strategy to appropriate land 
owners and determine measurable outcomes for 2020. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC Planning & Development (P&D) 

 Partner(s) Openlands, Trust for Public Land, The Nature Conservancy, Citizens for Conservation, 

other local land trusts, local municipalities              

 Progress to Date 

 
 

In 2016, the FPCC met with the Cook County Land Bank and the Land Conservancy of 

Will County and reached out to the South Suburban Land Bank and Development 

Authority and the Barrington Area Conservation Trust.  In 2017, the FPCC met with 

four new potential partners (a Lemont Quarry association, the Village of Lansing, the 

Village of Richton Park, and the Northfield park district. While no conservation 

easement opportunities were identified, other potential land acquisition 

opportunities were explored. In 2018, the FPCC met with The Conservation Fund and 

has plans to meet with Openlands and The Conservation Foundation. 

 2019 Goal(s) Complete 3 new outreaches and identify measurable outcomes for 2020. 

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 
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 1.3.2  By 2017, a list of quality third party or other conservation real-estate organizations will be identified 

to facilitate the purchase of priority acquisition sites when direct purchasing by the Forest Preserves in the 

short-term is not an option. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC P&D 

 Partner(s) FPCC Legal and FPCC F&A 

 Progress to Date 

 

Staff continues to research and conduct outreach to conservation real-estate 

organizations. 

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to identify third party or other conservation real-estate organizations, 

develop interview questions regarding third party land acquisition and conduct 

interviews with the organizations identified. 

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD  

 Note:  An acreage measure cannot be determined due to the variability of the real estate market. The goal is 

to acquire 100% of all priority properties outlined in the Forest Preserves’ 2012 Land Acquisition Plan as they 

become available at an appropriate price. 

  
 1.3.3  By 2020, strategic plans for regional acquisition areas and priority sites will be developed involving 

partners, other landholding agencies and municipalities. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC P&D 

 Partner(s) PRI, Openlands 

 Progress to Date 

 

Scope of work has been drafted for a strategic acquisition plan for the Southeast 

region.   

 2019 Goal(s) Complete strategic land acquisition plan for the Southeast region (expect final report 

in April 2019). 

 2019 Cost $80,000 (FPCC, for consultant) 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 
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Support ecosystem, green-way 
and trail connections. 

1.3.4  By 2020, the priority greenway connector projects/land purchases identified in 2016 will either be 

completed or in the process of implementation.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Lead Responsibility FPCC P&D 

Partner(s) TBD 

 Progress to Date 

 

Three greenway connector projects were purchased in 2016 including: Spring 

Creek/Horizon Farms Greenway, Powderhorn/Wolf Lake Greenway, and Tampier 

Greenway (although litigation on some parcels is ongoing.)  

 2019 Goal(s) Identify additional greenway connectors. 

 2019 Cost TBD 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD   

   

Expand innovative partner-ships 

to protect land and engage 

people. 

 

1.3.5  In 2017, launch a Conservation@Home program to encourage community gardeners and other Cook 
County residents to develop native plant gardens providing habitat for birds, butterflies and other beneficial 
wildlife. Certified homes will receive yard signs which will help educate others about the importance of 
native habitats at home and throughout the Forest Preserves.    
 
Note:  The Conservation@Home program evolved from 2016 initiatives intended to: (a) enhance 

NeighborSpace sites as native gardens and showcase them as demonstration sites, (b) develop a native 

plant, community gardeners’ manual, and (c) convene a native plants training and idea exchange (originally 

listed under initiative 1.4.) 

 Lead Responsibility UIE, FPCC CEP  

 Partner(s) Barrington Area Conservation Trust, The Conservation Foundation, Audubon, Chicago 

Botanic Garden, Field Museum 

 Progress to Date In 2017, over 60 Conservation@Home memberships and certifications were issued. 

The partnership expanded to include the Field Museum’s Urban Monarch Project.  A 

Community Leadership Workshop was convened specifically for community 

gardeners of Neighbor Space to introduce them to the FPCC and explore using natural 

elements for play. 

In 2018, the Conservation@Home grew to over 80 people interested in becoming 
members and over 50 gardens certified.  More Conservation@Home programs were 
offered beyond the nature centers into community sites such as libraries, garden 
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clubs, and horticulture businesses. The Conservation@School program was piloted in 
spring and will continue in the fall. 

 2019 Goal(s) Create a market plan for Conservation@Home/School.  Launch the 

Conservation@School program.  Participate in the Chicago and Flower Show.  

Incorporate the Oak Ecosystem Recovery Plan into Conservation@Home. 

 2019 Cost Staff time and materials for signage; additional funds support Conservation@Home 

though UIE contract. 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD Based on pilot success 

   

  
Priority 1.4 Learn from and adapt to a changing environment    

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Advance scientific knowledge 

of habitat in a changing 

climate. 

1.4.1  In 2017, host a science and research symposium for 300 to 500 attendees, showcasing the work of 

Forest Preserves scientists and other national and local researchers and sharing best practices across the 

field. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC RM Wildlife Division/FPCC OGS 

 Partner(s) Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Botanic Garden, Researchers   

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2017, the FPCC and the Chicago Botanic Garden hosted a Science Symposium in 

recognition of the release of Flora of the Chicago Region co-authored by FPCC 

biologist, Laura Rericha Anchor, with approximately 300 people in attendance.  

   

 1.4.2   In 2016 we will develop a strategy to secure $7 million in funding for a long-term study to evaluate 

the effectiveness of current management practices for restoring and conserving biodiversity in the Chicago 

Wilderness Region in a changing climate. Ultimately there will be an adaptive management framework for 

ecological effectiveness. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC RM 

 Partner(s) Chicago Botanic Garden, Chicago Zoological Society, Illinois Department of Natural 

Resources, Research institutions - TBD,  
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 Progress to Date While this remains an important project for guiding future restoration work, funding 

has not been secured.   

 

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to explore a phased-in or scaled-down option, including seeking university 

partners to study parts of this issue. 

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost $7,000,000  

  
Be a leader in using sustainable 

practices within the Forest 

Preserves. 

 

Note:  In 2018, FPCC completed 

a Master Sustainability Plan.  

Priority projects formerly listed 

as 1.4.3, 1.4.4, 1.4.5, 1.4.6 and 

1.4.7 have been incorporated 

here. 

  

1.4.3   Develop a comprehensive sustainability plan to reduce greenhouse emissions and to protect native 

habitat by making the Forest Preserves resilient to climate change.    

Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS and Prairie Research Institute 

Partner(s) FoFP, CMAP, Shedd Aquarium, Chicago Botanic Garden, Cook County (Departments 

of Environmental Sustainability, Bureau of Asset Management, Highways and 

Transportation), Openlands, Peoples Gas, Faith in Place, Lake Forest College, IL EPA, 

IL Environmental Council 

Progress to Date 

 

In 2018, the FPCC Board of Commissioners adopted the district’s first Sustainability & 
Climate Resiliency Plan which commits the Forest Preserves to reducing its 
greenhouse gas emissions by 80% by the year 2050 and establishes a roadmap for the 
Forest Preserves’ lands to be resilient in a changing climate. 

2019 Goal(s) Sustainability  
• Reduce energy (electricity, natural gas, and waste) and fuel (gasoline and diesel) 

consumption by 4.5% by the end of 2019.  
• Establish a plastic and polystyrene foam reduction campaign to help protect Cook 

County wildlife, in collaboration with the Shed Aquarium.  
• Establish “Dark Sky” standards, to support plant and animal life-sustaining 

behaviors, for future projects, in collaboration with the Adler Planetarium and the 
Cook County Bureau of Asset Management.  

 
Climate Resiliency 
• Establish a “Mitigating Impacts on Nature” Policy.  
• Review expert climate projections to enable the Forest Preserves to prepare for 

climatic threats before they emerge.  
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• Respond quickly to changing environmental conditions as they develop and 
diligently monitor the health of our species to assess the efficacy of our climate 
adaption efforts.  

2019 Cost $10,000 (FPCC)   

Total 5 Year Cost TBD   

  

Expand relationships to 

repurpose buffer properties 

for habitat and native 

landscaping i 

 

Note: The native plants training 

and idea exchange has been 

incorporated into Priority 1.3.7, 

“Expand innovative 

partnerships to protect land 

and engage people.”    

 

1.4.4  Native landscaping will be used at gateways, site entrances, and throughout the Forest Preserves.  In 

2017, the FPCC will work with UIE to pilot native landscaping for FPCC Landscape Maintenance facilities and 

train key staff in native landscaping management, including soil testing and seeding.  By 2018 the success of 

the pilot will be evaluated and expansion to other sites will be determined. By 2020, native landscaping will 

be in place at all maintenance facilities and a staff training program will be in place.  

 

Lead Responsibility FPCC LM, FPCC RM, FPCC P&D 

Partner(s) University of Illinois Extension, Chicago Botanic Garden            

Progress to Date 

 

In 2016 FPCC worked with UIE to develop a pilot program to test the success of native 
landscaping at maintenance facilities.  In 2017, key staff were trained and native 
landscaping was installed at four maintenance buildings.  In 2018, a dedicated position 
was created to direct in-house landscape beautification at FPCC facilities and gateway 
sites, and native landscaping was installed at the aquatic centers and Thatcher 
pavilion.  The new LM Project Coordinator and LM Laborers installed native plants at 
Palos Division Headquarters and Whealan Aquatic Center. More native plants were 
installed from transplanting at GHQ, Thatcher and Cermak to Whealan. In addition, 
preparation work was completed for future native planting at GHQ (traffic circle and 
sign at corner of Bonnie Brae & Lake Street), Cermak Aquatic Center (AC) Entry and 
the gravel garden inside the lazy river at Cermak AC. Also, the LM Project Coordinator 
worked with Resource Management to remove invasive trees at GHQ and remove 
invasive plants at the following locations: GHQ, all three aquatic centers, Lake Tampier 
Boathouse, Busse Boathouse and Dan Ryan Visitor Center. 

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to partner with U of I, CBG, Morton Arboretum and Pizzo Group to develop 
field staff expertise related to turf management and landscape beautification. 
Expand native landscaping at GHQ, all pools; Lake Tampier and Maple Lake 
Boathouses. Research and test compact native plant alternatives to turf, particularly 
in the no mow areas to reduce carbon emissions and provide easy maintenance. 

 2019 Cost $197,000 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 
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Goal 2/PEOPLE: Everyone in Cook County will feel welcome at the Forest Preserves  

and will seek them out for discovery, renewal and fun. 

Core idea The Forest Preserves was originally created for the purpose of protecting and preserving flora and fauna and for 

“the education, pleasure and recreation of the public.”  The founders’ intent was to get people out of the city and 

into a surrounding greenbelt of nature. Today, the Forest Preserves offers educational and recreational 

programming and other opportunities for engagement with nature.  There are many opportunities for active 

recreation such as cycling, running, hiking, walking and horseback riding; the preserves also provide opportunities 

for passive recreation such as reflection. 

Why While the Forest Preserves offers many opportunities for people to experience our natural areas, the preserves may 

feel remote and inaccessible for many communities.  Others are simply unaware of all that the Forest Preserves have 

to offer.  The Forest Preserves and partners must ensure that everyone has the opportunity to enjoy, learn and 

benefit from this great inheritance. 

2018 

Successes 

▪ The restructuring of the Department of Conservation and Experiential Programming (CEP) to create a zone-based 

model created a stronger presence in each region of the County and has helped FPCC develop new partnerships.   

In 2018, the Forest Preserves partnered with over 450 local park districts, schools, and community-based 

organizations and connected more than 450,000 people to nature (as of August 2018). 

▪ New interpretive signs at Dan Ryan, Deer Grove, Bobolink Meadow and Orland Grassland provide clearer way-

finding and more nature interpretation to help visitors understand and explore the forest preserves. 

Future 

Challenges 

▪ FPCC’s backlog of deferred maintenance and other capital needs has an estimated cost of $100+ million.  Without 

additional resources, FPCC will struggle to adequately maintain its trails, picnic groves, pools, golf courses and 

other amenities which draw visitors and to the preserves.  A modest $8 million bond will be issued in 2019 to 

address the most critical needs, and a fundraising plan has been developed to tap opportunities for corporate 

sponsorship and other philanthropic support for specific site improvements and program expansions that 
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Measures of Success by 2020 

 

Priority 2.1 Provide programs in the Forest Preserves that emphasize holistic health benefits of being in nature 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Partner with community 

providers to encourage 

people to spend time 

outdoors and create health 

guides to promote trail use 

and nature visits.   

2.1.1   By 2020, 200 representatives of community-based organizations will participate in community leadership 

workshops and other health and nature workshops.  Workshop participants will follow up with fieldtrips generating 

2,000 additional visits to the forest preserves.     

Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP 

Partner(s) University of Illinois Extension, Northwestern University’ Chicago Botanic Gardens, Chicago 

Zoological Society, Field Museum 

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, 67 community leaders participated in four workshops; twenty of these leaders 

then brought 200 participants to programs in the preserves.   As of August 2017, 41 

community leaders participated in workshops.  More workshops are planned for this fall 

with a goal of reaching 80 more leaders.  

In 2018, multiple workshops were held as follows: 

• One workshop for community leaders who want to learn about restoration and 

volunteering as a group in the forest preserves.   

• One workshop for Latina leaders. 

respect the mission and values of the Forest Preserves.  These measures will help, but will not solve the on-going 

need for capital investment.    

▪ Many FPCC facilities are not currently accessible.  Upgrades are prioritized based upon geographic distribution, 

level of use, uniqueness of the property, and cost.  Limited funds are currently used to make ADA improvements 

at sites which receive high numbers of visitors, including picnic groves, trails, and fishing locations.   



*Actions are condensed from Next Century Conservation Plan      Page 21 
 

• Two regular Community Leadership Workshops (CLWs). 

In addition, in fall 2018, mini workshops will be offered in each zone.  

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to expand CLWs for specific audiences/regions/communities, including Beaubien 

Woods, Shabonna Campus, veteran providers. Eight workshops will be held in 2019. 

 2019 Cost Expenses are in CEP budget for Staff and supplies 

 Total 5 Year Cost $20,000 (FPCC); $20,000 (corporate sponsor) 

   

 2.1.2   In 2016, publish a multilingual health & nature brochure with facts about the benefits of spending time in 

nature and recommending healthy outdoor activities for various audiences.     

 Lead Responsibility Marketing and design consultant, FPCC Communications/OGS, FPCC CEP  

 Partner(s) Cook County Department of Public Health, Alliance for Healthy and Active Communities 

 Progress to Date 

 

70,000 brochures were published in English and Spanish and distributed to 300 health 

centers and community health partners throughout the county. The brochure aligns with 

the Forest Preserves’ Wellness in the Woods initiative and Cook County Department of 

Public Health’s Healthy Hotspot initiative.  

Language and icons from the Wellness in the Woods brochure are being incorporated into 

motivational signage. 

 2019 Goal(s) Use messages from the Wellness in the Woods brochure (Be Active, Be Playful, Be 

Restful) in programming.  

 2019 Cost No additional funds are necessary unless we decide to reprint the brochure 

   

 2.1.3   In conjunction with Wellness in the Woods, an initiative that promotes the health benefits of spending time 

in nature, the FPCC will work with community partners to offer eight programs each year. An accompanying 

website will provide health and nature information and a listing of FPCC health and wellness events.  The initiative 

aligns with the messaging of the Wellness in the Woods brochure. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP 

 Partner(s) Moraine Valley Community College, fitness vendors 

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, 400+ residents participated in “Wellness in the Woods” events held at Swallow 

Cliff, Moraine Valley College, and other locations.  The FPCC joined the Let’s Move! Outside 

initiative and is working with Metro YMCA to direct families to FPCC events.  In 2017, the 
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wellness series was restructured to create a traveling program which resulted in 6 health 

focused activities both on FPCC property and at community locations. 

In 2018, Yoga was offered at Dan Ryan Woods and LRSH via different partners.  The Campus 

hosts monthly Wellness Programs.  FPCC partnered with the CCDPH’s Healthy Hotspots 

program on their walking campaign “Go the Distance Cook County” to encourage people 

to get out and walk the forest preserves.  

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to offer a variety of Wellness in the Woods programs.  Explore ways to tag 

programs as Wellness in the Woods programs on the website and possibly the program 

guide. 

 2019 Cost staff and supply expenses (included in CEP budget) 

 Total 5 Year Cost $10,000  

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP 

   

 2.1.4   In 2016, a pilot study conducted at the Forest Preserves will document the benefits of nature on health.  

The results will compare psychological and physiological responses to walking in nature versus walking in a built 

environment leading to evidence that being in nature provides improvements to human health and well-being in 

Cook County. 

 Lead Responsibility Northwestern University and University of Chicago 

 Partner(s) FPCC CEP 

 Progress to Date 

 

The study was completed in 2017.  Results were presented to the Board of Commissioners 

and the Conservation and Policy Council. Results were also presented during a joint forum 

with Parks Rx America and the Forest Preserves to more than 100 people that included 

doctors, nurses and other staff members at Swedish Covenant Hospital.  The study results 

will also be promoted through our newsletter by the end of 2018. 

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to explore health care professionals/groups on how to promote using the forest 

preserves to get healthy 

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost $69,017 ($59,017 from Northwestern University and University of Chicago, $5,000 

provided by the FPCC through NCCP 2015 seed funding, $5,000 from other sources.) 
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Priority 2.2 Invite, excite and engage diverse visitors from all walks of life. 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Engage new audiences with 

innovative recreation and 

nature discovery. 

2.2.1   By 2020, ten new or enhanced nature play areas will open at Forest Preserves sites (including Trailside, 

Crabtree, Little Red School House, Rolling Knolls, Dan Ryan, and Thatcher), at the Chicago Botanic Garden’s 

Regenstein Center, and at sites of other FPCC partners such as El Valor and Mary Crane Center.   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP 

 Partner(s) Chicago Zoological Society, Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR), Cook County 

Public Health, El Valor, Mary Crane Center, Chicago Botanic Garden, NeighborSpace 

 Progress to Date 

 

Completed the nature play best practices guide in 2017. (This process included a 

workshop with Robin Moore from the Natural Learning Institute.)  

Nature play areas have been installed at Camp Shabonna, Camp Reinberg, Camp Bullfrog, 

Camp Sullivan, the Chicago Botanic Garden, and El Valor.  The nature play area at Trailside 

Nature Museum was expanded.    

Construction of the tree house at Dan Ryan Woods is scheduled to be completed by the 

end of 2018.   

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to enhance current nature play areas.  Develop a new nature play area at River 

Trail Nature Center that focuses on play for older kids.  Implement and test the Dan Ryan 

curriculum at the Tree House. 

 2019 Cost On-going maintenance for current nature play areas are included in the operational 

budget for 2019.  Some CIP funds are available to support nature play at River Trail 

Nature Center or another site. Staff is also looking at adding a site at Sand Ridge/Camp 

Shabbona Campus.     

 Total 5 Year Cost $160,000(FPCC); $325,000 (IDNR); $300,000 (corporate sponsors) 

    

  2.2.2   In 2016, baselines will be established for the number of visits to the Forest Preserves campgrounds, and 

goals set for increasing visits to campgrounds in upcoming years.  Goals will also be established for campground 

scholarships to be awarded to youth and families from communities which currently have limited engagement 

with the Forest Preserves, and for 60 people to be certified in the Camping Leadership Immersion Course (CLIC). 

 Lead Responsibility  FPCC CEP, Billy Casper Recreation 
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 Partner(s) Outdoors Empowered Network, Chicago Park District 

 Progress to Date 

 

         

More than 150,000 people camped at FPCC campgrounds since they opened in 2015.  To 

date, the FPCC’s Camping Leadership Immersion Course (CLIC) has trained over 100 

leaders.   In 2017, over 350 campers representing 25 organizations camped using CLIC.  

Camping 101, family campouts, and other outreach programs continue to attract a 

broader, more diverse audience to the camps.  In 2017 a tour of campgrounds for events 

planners was convened to encourage the use of campgrounds for corporate retreats and 

other events during off-peak (mid-week) days. 

As of September 2018, 108 people participated in three family campouts.  Also in 2018, 31 

people were trained through CLICs and then brought 371 people to camp at the Forest 

Preserves. One additional family campout is scheduled for October 2018, and more gear 

library users are scheduled.  FPCC also collaborated with the following groups to use the 

campgrounds in unique ways:  Chicago Botanic Gardens, South Suburban Ministers, Nature 

Exploration Academy, REI – Wilderness First Aid, Chicago Audubon Society, One Million 

Degrees, Family Rescue, American Institute of Architects. Programs offered include Camp 

Hip Hop and Forest Preserve Experience. 

 2019 Goal(s) Continue programs at campgrounds, improving number in campers and attendance. 

 2019 Cost Campground operations and programming are included in FPCC 2019 budget for both staff 

and supplies 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

   

 2.2.3   By 2020, a new tree top adventure courses and zipline will draw nearly 100,000 visitors to the Forest 

Preserves.   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC PRC  

 Partner(s) Go Ape 

 Progress to Date 

         

Go Ape opened its zip line and rope course in 2016. A junior course was added in 2017.  
This public/private partnership currently generates about $50,000 per year in revenue to 
the FPCC.  More importantly, it is drawing tens of thousands of visitors to the preserves 
each year.  Since opening in 2016, total attendance at the Go Ape zipline and rope courses 
has grown from 10,000 per year to 25,000 per year for a total of nearly 57,000 visitors.   
Educational signs profiling plants and wildlife native to Cook County were installed in 2017.  

Camping might be 

the perfect activity 

that belongs in the 

Forest Preserves.” 

Benjamin Cox 

Friends of the 

Forest Preserves 
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 2019 Goal(s) Activate the permits reservation tool to provide information to permit holders about 

events and activities in the preserves near them or at the sites where they bought their 
permit.  

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

  
 2.2.4   Partner with birding organizations to continue the Bird the Preserves initiatives which will include updated 

online resources, marketing materials and programming for new birders, people with disabilities and Spanish 

speaking people.    

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP, Chicago Ornithological Society 

 Partner(s) Birding organizations (too many to list), U.S. Fish & Wildlife Audubon Chicago Region, 

Chicago Audubon Society, Openlands; Field Museum 

 Progress to Date 

 

 

         

In 2016, over 1,500 people participated in 220 events and bird walks throughout the 

preserves; 40% were first time birders and 40% had never birded in the preserves.  The 

Chicago Audubon Society and the Field Museum produced a Spanish language field guide. 

Birding organizations, the Zoo and the Garden produced a very successful marketing effort.   

In 2017 a process was developed to sustain the initiative into future years, including 

connecting Bird the Preserves participants to restoration work days, orchestrating a ‘Big 

Month’ in October, and hosting an International Migratory Bird Day Festival at LaBagh 

Woods with over 200 participants. The Chicago Audubon Society (CAS) utilized citizen 

science bird data to develop a conservation-focused document to supplement the Natural 

9,722 
14,032 14,097 

-

8,230 10,902 

2 0 1 6 2 0 1 7 2 0 1 8  ( P R O J E C T E D )

GO APE ADVENTURE 
GROWTH IN AT TENDANCE (2016 TO 2018)

Regular Course Junior Course

Institutionalized 
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and Cultural Resources Master Plan. During two CAS Bird Blitzes in the Palos Preserves, 

over 100 species were recorded by 66 participants. 

In 2018, created a google form for partners to promote bird walks in the preserves via the 

FPCC website.  Created an email communication between FPCC staff and bird organizations 

to discuss program guide information, attendance at bird walks, etc.  

 2019 Goal(s) Continue partnering with birding organizations to promote Bird the Preserves.  Create a 
Bird the Preserves presentation.   

 2019 Cost staff and supply expenses covered in CEP budget 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

   

 2.2.5   In 2017, various communication touch points will be developed to inform picnickers, swimmers and 

campers about the FPCC nature centers, special events, and other FPCC outdoor assets.   

Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP & PRC 

Partner(s) Chicago Zoological Society, WTTW Nature Cat, Chicago Botanic Garden 

Progress to Date 

 

 

In 2016, the passport program evolved to target families with young children through a 

partnership between the FPCC, the Zoo, and WTTW’s Nature Cat (an animated television 

series which encourages kids to explore nature.) Families with young children who visit ten 

FPCC sites and/or participate in ten FPCC programs earn a “tree cookie.”  In 2017, the FPCC 

continued the Nature Cat passport and Nature Cat visited two FPCC sites.   

Also in 2017, the FPCC began providing to picnic permit holders information regarding 

nearby FPCC sites, programs and special events.  Permit holders are also opted in to receive 

Forest Way, the FPCC’s monthly e-newsletter.  The FPCC now distributes seasonal 

brochures to aquatic centers, campgrounds, and golf course.  

In 2018, brochures are being distributed at aquatic centers and campgrounds.  Cross 

promotion is being done at Green Lake Aquatic Center and Camp Shabonna to encourage 

more use of each facility.  

 2019 Goal(s) CEP will continue working with Communications and Permits to provide information to 

permit holders about events and activities in the preserves near them or at the sites where 

they bought their permit.  

 2019 Cost Staff Time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 
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Expand and commit to long-

term community partnerships 

to engage underserved 

communities. Create 

programs with cultural 

competence. 

2.2.6  Develop a Nature Ambassador program to create a network of volunteers working within their 

communities through educational institutions and community organizations, to teach children and adults about 

nature and promote the value of the forest preserves.  

Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP, FPCC VR team 

Partner(s) Friends of the Forest Preserves, The Nature Conservancy, The Field Museum, Great Lakes 

Audubon, and the Chicago Botanic Garden. 

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, three levels of Nature Ambassador were defined (supporter, outreach, docent).  

In 2017, the Supporter and Outreach positions were completed and launched.  A docent 

program is on hold until these other positions are established and additional funding is 

secured. 

In 2018, 7 Outreach Nature Ambassadors were trained and quickly began tabling at FPCC 

and community events. One Nature Ambassador was hired as a seasonal employee in the 

CEP department.  

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to build the Outreach and Supporter Nature Ambassador program. 

 2019 Cost Staff Time 

   

 2.2.7  Develop robust and sustainable partnerships with community groups and organizations in and around 
specific FP sites.  
 
Staff will engage with specific communities to understand the community, their needs, interests, concerns, 

culture and identity and then work to develop relationships. These relationships will lead to active nature based 

programming in community and in the Forest Preserves.  

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP 

 Partner(s) The list of partners is extensive. 

 Progress to Date In 2016, relationship mapping was completed for communities adjacent to Whistler, 

Rolling Knolls, Kickapoo, Whealan, Caldwell, Crabtree, Reinberg, Shabbona and Sand 

Ridge and used to identify partners to lead programming in the preserves.   

In 2017, FPPC staff attended World Environment Day, Biking at the Garden, and Earth Day 

at the Chicago Botanic Garden.  The FPCC staff also attended Freeze Day at the Zoo. Party 

for the Preserve signs were posted at the Zoo.   Keep Growing, Chicago Botanic Garden’s 

monthly magazine, featured two articles about FPCC programs. Partners supported over 

Institutionalized 
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 100 program opportunities at FPCC sites, and the FPCC developed relationships with 62 

partners who now know who to contact at the FPCC and how to prepare members of their 

communities to use the preserves.  Also in 2017, a zone model was created to allow CEP 

teams to focus on specific communities to create connections, partnerships, and 

programming within each zone.    

This goal was updated in 2018 to focus on building community models. A National Park 

Service grant was used to align the CEP department into zones, develop community 

engagement plans, and roll out the FPCC Interpretation Plan. CEP staff began work on 

individual unit interpretation plans for their teams. 

 2019 Goal(s) Build on the “Better Beaubien” engagement strategies and community model. 

Build on the campus model at Sand Ridge/Camp Shabbona. 

Continue to build on the CEP Zone structure. 

 2019 Cost Funding from the Chicago Community Trust for the Better Beaubien project and staff time 
for creating interpretative plans. 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

   

 2.2.8   By 2020, twenty culturally focused events (such as Day of the Dead, Pow Wow, etc.) in the Forest Preserves 

will reflect the diversity of Cook County.   The Forest Preserves will lead ten events and will seek a lead agency to 

partner with ethnic, cultural and community based organizations to organize ten additional events.   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP, other lead agencies to be identified 

 Partner(s) American Indian Center, 29th United States Colored Troops Volunteer Regiment, The 

Krew, IM Canal Authority 

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, the FPCC and partners offered the Pow Wow (with the American Indian Center), 
and Rendezvous (with the IM Canal Authority).   In 2017, budget constraints did not allow 
an expansion of cultural programming.  
In 2018, programs like Nature Is Accessible and Juneteeth continued, and new programs 

like Camp Hip Hop and Peace in the Preserves engaged new communities.   

 2019 Goal(s) Continue to build on relationships and consider cultural components of a community 

when developing programs and events. 

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD   
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 2.2.9   Portions of the Forest Preserves’ website and selected signage, maps and other materials will be translated 

into Spanish, Polish and possibly Chinese.    

 Lead Responsibility FPCC Communications 

 Partner(s) Chicago Audubon Region, Field Museum 

 Progress to Date 

         

In 2016, the FPCC installed welcome signs in four languages (English, Spanish, Polish, and 

Russian), and created Spanish-language bird guides, trail maps, and children’s activity 

books.  In 2017, the FPCC added multi-lingual event listings to fpdcc.com, select press 

releases were translated to accommodate multi-lingual media and Public Service 

Announcements were produced in Spanish and aired on Spanish broadcast radio and 

television stations. 

 2019 Goal(s) Add language translation options to the FPCC website  

 2019 Cost $4,000 in translation services and recordings 

 Total 5 Year Cost Up to $20,000  

   

Priority 2.3 Make the Forest Preserves accessible to all 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Ensure increased access 

through public transportation, 

biking or walking. 

Public transportation, biking and pedestrian access to the preserves and key sites will be addressed through 

recommendations in the Gateway Master Plan and piloted through the implementation of individual site plans 

for eleven gateway locations. (See Priority 2.4.1.)   

   

 2.3.1  In 2017 the Forest Preserves will develop a Trail Capital Improvement Plan that will serve as the Forest 

Preserves’ comprehensive document to prioritize trail related projects for new construction, maintenance, or 

feasibility studies.  It will further define the existing and future trail network by inventorying the location and 

condition of paved and unpaved trails.  This data will be used to evaluate system needs and prioritize trail 

improvements through a systematic project selection process.   

Input will be gathered through working groups which will include peer resource agencies and have potential for 

public input as well. By 2020 priority trail projects and improvements identified through the Plan will be planned, 

initiated, or completed. 

  Lead Responsibility FPCC P&D  

 Partner(s) All other departments 
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 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, four working groups were created: Regional Trails, Local Trails and Connections, 

Safety, and Maintenance.   In 2017, the FPCC began a Trail Capital Improvement Plan which 

will be completed in 2019.  

From 2016 to 2018, FPCC added 32 miles of new trails (paved and unpaved). 

 2019 Goal(s)  

 2019 Cost Staff time, TBD 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

   

Increase accessibility for 

people with disabilities. 

2.3.2  A technical advisor will be hired to coordinate an internal accessibility working group, and an external 

advisory group will be convened to guide Forest Preserves efforts to: (1) prioritize facility and site improvements, 

and (2) establish accessibility policies and procedures related to all disabilities (as defined by the Americans with 

Disabilities Act). Additional measurable outcomes will be identified in 2018 following the prioritization of 

accessibility plans and establishment of policies and procedures.      

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS, FPCC P&D  

 Partner(s) ADA Advisory Council 

 Progress to Date 

 

A technical advisor was hired, and an internal working group and an external advisory 
group convened to guide Forest Preserves efforts to: (1) prioritize facility and site 
improvements, and (2) establish accessibility policies and procedures related to all 
disabilities (as defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act). A comprehensive review and 
prioritization of accessibility improvements was completed. 
Three accessible canoe and kayak launches were installed.   Mobi-mats are being used to 

provide access to people in wheelchairs.   

 2019 Goal(s) Continue making improvements to picnic groves, trails and fishing access points. 

 2019 Cost Included within budget for capital projects 

 Total 5 Year Cost $2.3M (including $800,000 for picnic grove access drainage & accessibility improvements 

in 2017, $1.2M for building upgrades, $300,000 for three new ADA canoe/kayak launches). 

   

 2.3.3  All Forest Preserves staff will complete training on accessibility and customer service issues related to 

disabilities, and a process will be in place to request reasonable accommodations for any Forest Preserves 

program—including availability of adaptive equipment. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP, FPCC Human Resources (HR) 
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 Partner(s) Cook County Accessibility Officer, Mayor’s Office for People with Disabilities, Chicago Park 

District, Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Botanic Garden   

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, the FPCC staff participated in ADA training at Zoo and established a process for 

requesting adaptive assistance.   

In 2017, all FPCC staff completed customer service training related to working with persons 

with disabilities. 

 2019 Goal(s) Provide adaptive assistance as needed. 

 2019 Cost $10,000 (FPCC for sign interpreters, adaptive assistance aides) 

 Total 5 Year Cost $55,000  ($50,000 from FPCC; $5,000 from Zoo) 

   

Priority 2.4 Educate visitors and the community about the Forest Preserves’ natural treasures. 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

   

Increase on-site information 

to help people understand 

where they are. 

2.4.1 Twelve priority sites have been selected around Cook County based on the recommendations of the 2015 

comprehensive Gateway Master Plan.  ‘Gateways’ are signature sites at high visibility locations which will serve 

as activity hubs, providing access to both nature and recreational opportunities.  Gateways will be revitalized 

through landscaping, interpretive signage, way-finding, seating, art and other interpretive elements.  The 12 

priority sites include:  Deer Grove, Busse Woods, Skokie Lagoons, Caldwell Woods/Bunker Hill, Thatcher Woods, 

Bemis Woods, Palos Preserves, Oak Forest Heritage Preserve, Sand Ridge/Shabbona Woods, Sauk Trail Woods, 

Dan Ryan Woods, and Eggers Grove.   

 

In 2016 we will begin establishing baselines for numbers of visitors to these sites and by 2020 visitor counters 

will reflect a 25% increase in users to each gateway site. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC P&D, FPCC OGS/Communications 

 Partner(s) Cook County Department of Public Health 

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, the FPCC completed plans for 12 gateway sites.  In 2017, gateway elements were 

installed at Dan Ryan Woods, Thatcher Woods and Bemis Woods.  By the end of 2018, 

kiosks will be installed at Dan Ryan and Skokie Lagoons.  
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 2019 Goal(s) Signs to be installed at 3 more gateway sites (Caldwell Woods/Bunker Hill, Eggers Woods 

and Sand Ridge/Shabbona Woods) subject to funding availability.  

Launch efforts to raise philanthropic and other funding for public art and/or other 

improvements at priority sites.  

 2019 Cost $450,000 subject to 2019 capital bond issue and pending OSLAD grant 

 Total 5 Year Cost $900,000 (approximately $60,000 per site for basic improvements for 15 sites total, 5 in 

each zone), additional funds needed for specialized improvements (FPCC is seeking 

corporate sponsorships).      

   

Support and leverage existing 

education and recreation 

partnerships to expand 

offerings. 

 

 

2.4.2 Increase number of education and recreation partnerships and participants (via the CEP Department).   

  Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP 

Partner(s) Various partners/organizations throughout Cook County 

Progress to Date

 

In 2016, 29,850 students and others participated in FPCC education programs, 10,936 

participated in Mighty Acorns and summer field trip activities, and 72,707 participated in 

non-school programs.  

In 2017, 14,190 students and others participated in FPCC education programs, 4,751 

participated in Mighty Acorns and other school programs, and 30,207 participated in non-

school programs.  114 partners participated in program opportunities.   

With a grant from CBS EcoMedia, in 2018 FPCC and the Maywood Park District established 

the Greater Maywood Paddling Program which certifies individuals to lead kayaking trips 

and lends kayaks and other gear to participants.   

2019 Goal(s) Develop strategy for sustaining and increasing program participation and partnership 

programming using the zone model, and a training, gear lending model.  

 2019 Cost In CEP Budget for staff and supplies 

 Total 5 Year Cost $2,885,000 (FPCC bussing, Program supplies and equipment)  
 

   

 2.4.3  By 2020, partnerships with local education institutions will expand service learning projects from 8,800 

high school students in 2015 to 10,000 students by 2020.  Informal partnerships with organizations which bring 

students to the Forest Preserves will continue to grow.    

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP and OGS 

 Partner(s) Local schools, Openlands, Citizens for Conservation 
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 Progress to Date 

       

In 2016, 4,380 students participated in volunteer workdays coordinated by Volunteer 

Resources and Stewards.  From January through September of 2018, 2,115 students 

participated in service learning projects (which includes habitat restoration and preserve 

cleanups). 

While it is difficult to document and track, dozens of informal partners continue to bring 

hundreds of additional students to the Forest Preserves each year.   

 2019 Goal(s) 3500 students will participate in service learning projects (including habitat restoration and 

preserve cleanups). Informal partners will continue to bring hundreds of additional 

students to the Forest Preserves. 

 2019 Cost $25,000 in VRC budget 

 Total 5 Year Cost $75,000 (bus transportation) 

   

2.4.4  To inspire the next generation of people committed to understanding natural sciences, the FPCC will 

present the annual Wild About Nature award to local middle and high school students who complete winning 

science fair projects that are relevant to natural habitats and species found in the forest preserves or Cook 

County. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC CEP  

 Partner(s) Local schools       

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, the FPCC partnered with 5 local teachers to develop a science/nature program.  In 

2017, a Your Living Classroom brochure was created for teachers and two Community 

Leadership Workshops focusing on science and nature were offered to teachers.  

 2019 Goal(s) FPCC will work with the Brookfield Zoo’s teacher trainings.   

 2019 Cost  FPCC staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost $30,000 
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  Goal 3/ECONOMY: Communities will value the economic benefits of protected land. 

 

 

Core idea The Forest Preserves staff and partners should help communities and businesses recognize and build on the 

economic advantages of having protected nature as a unique asset for Cook County. This will help develop a 

foundation of understanding and support for the long-term restoration and acquisition vision of the Next Century 

Conservation Plan. 

Why Government officials, business leaders and taxpayers who recognize the economic value of the preserves and 

appreciate their impact to the quality of life in the Chicago region are more likely to support investment in 

restoration, to encourage access and to partner actively to keep the preserves vibrant and healthy. 

2018 

Successes 

▪ FPCC and its partners launched an outreach strategy to educate the public about the economic and other 

benefits of the forest preserves.  Seventy presentations are being made to village boards, chambers of 

commerce, rotary clubs, and other government and civic organizations.    

Future 

Challenges 

▪ Spreading the word to a broad audience will require a robust marketing campaign—an investment that is not 

traditionally part of the Forest Preserves’ corporate culture and budget.  While FPCC has invested modest 

funding in billboards, radio ads and print media, resources are not available at this time to scale up these efforts. 
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Measures of Success by 2020 

Priority 3.1 Build the Economic Case for Nature 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Document and publicize 

nature’s benefits. 

 

3.1.1  The Forest Preserves and partners will compile and publicize evidence of more than $450 million in avoided 

costs due to ecosystem services (such as flood reduction and water purification) provided by the Preserves.   

 Lead Responsibility CMAP, FPCC  

 Partner(s) MWRD  

 Progress to Date 

 

When Chicago Wilderness transitioned to an all-volunteer organization, efforts to create a 

site-specific model with highly localized data failed.  However, analysis completed by CMAP in 

2015 incorporates all localized data available and relies on national data sets where necessary.  

The FPCC is now publicizing the CMAP analysis which estimates the forest preserves 

contributes $469 million in economic value to the region each year through flood control, 

groundwater recharge, water purification, and carbon storage. 

 Total 5 Year Cost $15,000 (FPCC)  

   

 3.1.2  The Forest Preserves, the Chicago Botanic Garden, and the Chicago Zoological Society will compile and 

publicize evidence of more than $1 billion in economic development impact provided by the Preserves and its sister 

agencies.  Key findings will be incorporated into consistent messaging to be used by the FPCC, the Garden and the 

Zoo. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC 

 Partner(s) Chicago Botanic Garden, Chicago Zoological Society 

 Progress to Date 

 

The FPCC economic impact study was completed in 2016. 

Previous studies were completed by the Zoo and the Garden.  Results have been 

incorporated into presentations being used to raise awareness and build a community of 

support. 

 Total 5 Year Cost $18,000 (FPCC), $15,000 (CBG), $15,000 (CZS) 

  



*Actions are condensed from Next Century Conservation Plan      Page 36 
 

 
3.1.3  As data becomes available through the work of partner organizations like Openlands and CMAP, the Forest 

Preserves will integrate the economic value of ecosystem services and economic development impact provided by 

the Preserves into marketing strategies targeted to three primary audiences: government officials, business and 

philanthropic leaders and taxpayers.  

 

By 2020, policy experts will demonstrate recognition of this value by including this information in at least three local 

plans and the CMAP regional plan update. Businesses, and local and regional economic development and 

promotional agencies such as Choose Chicago (may also include organizations such World Business Chicago, Chicago 

Council on Global Affairs, Chambers of Commerce, etc.), will demonstrate their understanding of the preserves’ 

value in marketing materials and press releases.  These campaigns will increase the number of media impressions 

by at least 5% annually (baseline to be established in 2016).   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC  

 Partner(s) Chicago Botanic Garden, Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Wilderness 

 Progress to Date 

 

Established a baseline of media impressions.  (See table below.)  FPCC staff have met with 

WBC, Cook County Planning and Development, and the Chicago branch of the Federal Reserve 

Bank to share results of the economic impact study and identify target audiences.  WBC added 

information highlighting key aspects of the FPCC to a slide deck used for meetings with 

business leaders considering a relocation to the Chicago region.  In 2018, World Business 

Chicago highlighted the Forest Preserves as a quality of life asset during recruitment of 

Amazon Headquarters. Choose Chicago is focused on Chicago-centric tourism and is not a 

good match for this effort.  Instead, we will work with local municipalities and villages to 

promote nearby forest preserves as a quality of life asset for residents.    
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 2019 Goal(s) Reach out to all Cook County municipalities that do not currently promote FPCC sites on their 
websites and encourage them to do so.  

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost (Included in 3.3.) 

  

Demonstrate value of 

restored habitats for 

erosion control and flood 

prevention. 

 

3.1.4  By 2020, methodology will be in place to assess benefits of restoration and will be applied to at least two 

restoration sites. The following steps will take place to accomplish this: 

1.     In 2016, Openlands will retain consultants to identify a methodology to assess the benefits of restoration 

extrapolating from existing data.  

2.     By 2017, the Forest Preserves in partnership with Chicago Wilderness, Openlands and/or other partners will 

have a plan in place to test this methodology on at least two restoration sites.  

3.     By 2018, funding and partnerships will be in place to assess benefits of restoration at these two sites.   

By 2020, a comprehensive report will demonstrate incremental growth in the dollar value of ecosystem services 

benefits as the Preserves are expanded with land acquisition and improved through restoration (appropriate 

measure to be identified by 2020). 

 Lead Responsibility Openlands 

 Partner(s) MWRD, FPCC RM 

 -  500,000  1,000,000  1,500,000  2,000,000

# of website hits

# of  Facebook impressions

# of Facebook engagements

# of Twitter impressions

# of Twitter engagements

FPCC Social Media Impressions

2016 2017 Projected 2018
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 Progress to Date 

 

A consultant has been retained, a methodology developed, and the first pilot study completed 

at Deer Grove East.  In 2017, Openlands conducted meander surveys of the site’s native plant 

communities to assess restoration progress and monitored grassland bird populations to 

determine what plant communities and structures (height, density) they prefer.    

 2018 Goal(s) Complete second pilot study at Tinley Creek Woods.   

 2018/2019 Cost $20,000 (Stantec via Openlands), $5,000 (Openlands), $5,000 FPCC) 

 Total 5 Year Cost $80,000  = $30k (Stantec via Openlands), $25k (Openlands), $25k (FPCC)  

   

Understand and market 

advantage of proximity to 

protected land. 

3.1.5  In 2016, the Forest Preserves will work with the Cook County Bureau of Economic Development to identify 

three municipalities, economic development organizations or business schools in areas adjacent to restoration; or 

improvement projects such as gateway development, where a pilot can be implemented to identify how local 

property values increase when preserves are restored or otherwise improved. By 2020 initial data will be in place 

from the pilot studies, and a plan will be in place to expand strategically. 

Between 2016 and 2020 there will be at least five articles or features published or broadcast annually focused on 

the economic benefits of the Forest Preserves to surrounding communities (including both property values and 

ecosystem services). 

Market research conducted in 2020 will demonstrate increased support for investment in the restoration and 

expansion of the preserves among Cook County residents compared with research completed in 2015. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC P&D 

 Partner(s) Cook County Bureau of Economic Development, Academic Institutions-TBD 

 Progress to Date 

 

Funding is not available to proceed with the pilot studies.   Research assistance has been 

requested from the University of Illinois and other local academic institutions; none are 

interested in pursuing this project.    

  

 2019 Goal(s) Continue seeking pro bono assistance via an academic partner. 

 2019 Cost $0 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 
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 3.1.6  In 2016, the Forest Preserves will work with the Cook County Bureau of Economic Development to identify 

two municipalities neighboring the preserves to implement a pilot program for economic data collection and to 

identify, evaluate and implement mutually beneficial investment. By 2020, data will be in place from the pilot studies 

and can be applied county-wide. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC P&D 

 Partner(s) Cook County Bureau of Economic Development; Elk Grove Village; other municipality TBD 

 Progress to Date 

 

Compiled empirical data for Busse Woods (including #events, # visitors) and surrounding 

community (major employers, household income, etc.) and shared with Elk Grove Village.  The 

Village promotes Busse as an asset in newsletters and at an annual trade show. The Village 

sees high value in connecting with nearby office employees and is working with the FPCC to 

identify five businesses for partnerships.   

 2019 Goal(s) Until the pilot demonstrates clear value, it is unclear whether the data collection efforts should 

be extended district-wide.    

 2019 Cost $0 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

  

Priority 3.2 Encourage nature compatible business development 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Work with communities to 

identify opportunities, 

create markets and track 

benefits of investment.ii 

3.2.1  By 2020, there will be at least two new nature-compatible businesses (e.g. bike rental, picnic related retail, 

etc.) on property adjacent to the preserves, and the Preserves will work with local partners to develop a system for 

tracking how these investments benefit municipalities and taxpayers.  They will be developed as a result of the 

following activities: 

1. Forest Preserves and local economic development officials will collaborate to promote and track the economic 

impact of at least one new nature-compatible business near one of the three preserves that see the greatest 

number of permit-based picnics: Dan Ryan Woods (81,926 picnickers); Busse Woods (110,909 picnickers); 

Schiller Woods (58,761 picnickers). 

2. Forest Preserves and local economic development officials will collaborate to promote and track the economic 

impact of at least one new nature-compatible business near the preserves in a community located along a 

heavily used trail such as the North Branch Trail.  

 



*Actions are condensed from Next Century Conservation Plan      Page 40 
 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC 

 Partner(s) Municipalities adjacent to gateway sites 

 Progress to Date 

 

No local partners have been identified to lead business attraction efforts.  Business 

recruitment is not an area of expertise for the FPCC, nor does it advance the district’s primary 

mission. Therefore, the FPCC will make visitor data and other information available to local 

municipalities, but if no local partners are willing to lead efforts to attract nature-compatible 

business development, this action will not be advanced. 

 2019 Goal(s) The Forest Preserves will highlight successful recreation or conservation related businesses 

nearby Forest Preserves property.  

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

   

 

Increase habitat adjacent 

to the Preserves through 

collaborative partnerships. 

 

 

Note:  This priority is incorporated in priority 1.3, “Connect the Preserves to a wider wilderness.” 

 

  
Proactive information and 

policy sharing. 

3.2.2  In 2016 the Forest Preserves will incorporate  land use policies and related information about how partners 

and neighboring communities can interact with the preserves in its District website. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS, FPCC P&D 

 Partner(s) Cook County Bureau of Economic Development  

 Progress to Date 

  

In 2017, land use and related policies were added to FPCC’s website.   
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Priority 3.3 Market the Forest Preserves as an iconic element of metropolitan Chicago 

   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Capitalize on shared 

marketing opportunities 

with the Zoo and Garden, 

tie to tourism 

opportunities at major 

Chicago sites, and package 

visitor opportunities. 

3.3.1  The Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Botanic Garden and Forest Preserves of Cook County will work 
together to leverage resources that conserve and connect people to nature and that advance marketing and 
leadership opportunities.  

Lead Responsibility FPCC, Zoo, Garden 

Progress to Date 

 

Signage installed at the Zoo and Garden acknowledge the FPCC, provide interpretation of our 

natural habitats and suggest visits to local preserves; Promoted the FPCC through newsletters, 

member magazines and social media.  Scientists from both institutions provide expertise and 

training opportunities to FPCC staff, and all institutions are giving presentations to a variety of 

groups to build our community of support 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC, Zoo, Garden 

 2019 Goal(s) Continue cross marketing and promotion, increase distribution of FPCC materials 

 2019 Cost Staff and partner time 

 Total 5 Year Cost Staff and partner time 

   

Focus on consumer 

marketing to expand the 

knowledge, interest and 

commitment of the 

residents of Cook County. 

(Note this is a new action 

step not in the NCCP.) 

3.3.2  By 2016, previous surveys conducted as part of the 2014 Natural and Cultural Resources Master Plan and the 

2012 Recreation Master will be supplemented with market research conducted by Openlands in 2015 to provide 

information regarding levels of public knowledge of, interest in, and commitment to the Forest Preserves.    

By 2016, the Forest Preserves will have a communications plan in place that identifies targets for increased 

awareness, visitation and commitment as measured by market research. 

 

By 2020, earned and paid media will generate millions of unique impressions and market research will demonstrate 

increased levels of awareness, perception of safety, regular use and support for investment, especially among Forest 

Preserves visitors. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS/Communications 

 Partner(s) Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Botanic Garden 

 Progress to Date In 2016, the FPCC used partners’ communication platforms to leverage “like-minded” 

audiences. Specifically, the Garden actively promoted #BirdthePreserves (along with the Zoo 

and other partners) as well as biking along the North Branch Trail and regularly features the 
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FPCC in Keep Growing magazine. The Zoo and the FPCC attracted national media attention 

for their joint otter tracking program. and The Zoo also displays the FPCC’s logo on its paid 

billboards, direct mail and on-site signage.  

In 2017, the FPCC developed a new communications strategy and tag line, launched its first 

ever PSA television ads, continued its billboard and radio campaign, and introduced a new 

interactive web map. The FPCC and the Garden also and launched Postcards from the North 

Branch Trail, an initiative which encourages visitors to share trail experiences via social 

media.   

In 2018, FPCC and partners launched a strategy to build a community of support.  Forty 

outreach events were conducted by staff and partners reaching an estimated audience of 

2,426 people. 

 2019 Goal(s) Conduct 80 outreach events including all forty municipalities near FPCC gateway sites.  
Promote the Forest Preserves via a multi-pronged marketing campaign, including radio, 
television, digital and billboard advertising. 
  

 2019 Cost Staff and partner time 

 Total 5 Year Cost $3,500,000 (FPCC and leveraged promotion/outreach from partners) 
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Goal 4/LEADERSHIP: Visionary conservation leaders will safeguard, expand  

and bring increased resources to the Forest Preserves. 

 

 

  

Core idea Fully engaging the public and restoring the preserves to ecological health require long term investment and expert 

conservation leadership. 

Why On-going expert conservation leadership, as well as transparent, accountable and efficient management, will build 

public confidence that will help to increase investment in the Preserves. 

2018 

Successes 

▪ As of 2018, Council members have visited 17 preserves throughout the County.  They are deeply engaged and 
committed to developing sufficient sources of financial and other resources, and/or re-directing resources as 
needed.   

▪ The committee structure and process and the overall implementation strategy are evolving as needed to 
respond to lessons learned, seize new opportunities, and address challenges that arise. 

Future 

Challenges 

▪ Moving forward, we must build support for additional public resources to implement the plan fully.  We must 
also continue to explore options to leverage limited resources and prepare for difficult choices which may 
become necessary. 

▪ President Preckwinkle has announced that she is considering running for mayor of Chicago.  If President 
Preckwinkle leaves the FPCC board, much of the progress made to date may be lost.  Ensuring enduring 
conservation leadership is more critical than ever. 
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Measures of Success by 2020 

Priority 4.1 Manage with excellence, transparency and sound financial practice 
   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Maximize operational efficiency 
by using metrics, evaluation, 
and informing plans with 
market analysis. 

4.1.1  The FPCC’s performance metrics system and operational efficiency measures will be evaluated to 
determine alignment with the goals and program categories of the Plan. 

By 2017, a financial plan will be in place and regularly updated to set direction for implementing the Next 
Century Conservation Plan.    

By 2018, Tracking systems and metrics will be in place for all Next Century Conservation Plan goals – for 

example visitor counting systems, stakeholder feedback systems, and habitat improvement monitoring 

systems. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC 

 Partner(s) N/A 

 Progress to Date 

 

Performance metrics are now aligned to the NCCP goals and published on FPCC’s 
website. 
Various tracking systems have been implemented, including counters at gateway sites 
and customer service surveys. 
Cost analysis for picnics and other permits has been completed and cost recovery 
guidelines recommended. The FPCC is now tracking permits by district, program 
attendance, and camping participation.  It is neither feasible nor cost effective to track 
every NCCP goal, but the FPCC will continue to implement tracking systems for selected 
goals. 

   

Capitalize on partnerships with 
the Chicago Zoological Society, 
Chicago Botanic Garden and 
Cook County government. 
 

4.1.2  Memoranda of understanding will be adopted with the Chicago Zoological Society and Chicago Botanic 
Garden, including, but not limited to: 

• By 2016 staff interpretive and customer service training;  

• By 2017, marketing and outreach (see Economics goal); health and nature programming; operation 
of a seed nursery (CBG only, see Nature goal). 

• By 2017 identify five (5) projects for which we can jointly fundraise 

• In 2017 co-hosted Science Symposium: Flora of the Chicago Region with CBG 
 
Collaborative programs and systems will maximize operational efficiencies with Cook County, including but 
not limited to:  
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• By 2016, Bureau of Economic Development (see Economics Goal). 

• By 2017, Bureau of Technology;  
By 2018, Department of Homeland Security and Emergency Management and other law enforcement 

agencies. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC 

 Partner(s) Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Botanic Garden, DHSEM 

 Progress to Date 

 

Close collaboration between partner agencies is underway, including implementation 

of Plants of Concern, advising on Seed Policy and seed collection, initiating the 

NatureStart program, advising on the CEP Interpretive Plan, installing signage 

encouraging guests to visit natural habitats found in the Preserves, and collaborating 

on wildlife research studies. 

  
Create a culture of customer 
service. 

4.1.3  Starting in 2016, all Forest Preserves employees will receive customer service training.  By 2016, 

customer service will be included in staff performance evaluation for all positions.  By 2020, consumer 

research will demonstrate improved customer satisfaction and an increased sense that the preserves are 

welcoming and inviting. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC   

 Partner(s) Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Botanic Garden 

 Progress to Date 

 

In 2016 and 2017, hundreds of permit holders were surveyed and the results show high 
satisfaction with FPCC customer service.  However, customers identified a number of 
concerns related to the on-line permit system and insurance requirements. There were 
also some concerns related to the cleanliness of port-o-lets.  Survey results are being 
used to address these concerns.  The FPCC expanded the survey in 2018 with a new 
vendor and additional questions and analysis.   

All FPCC police officers were trained to deal with individuals experiencing mental health 
issues, and all FPCC employees received customer service training related to working 
with persons with disabilities. 

Customer Service is currently evaluated in the annual performance evaluation for FPCC 
staff.  By 2019, all Forest Preserve employees will be trained on diversity, inclusion and 
non-discrimination. 

 2019 Goal(s) The Forest Preserves will issue an RFP for a new permit reservation software system in 
2018 and will spend 2019 implementing the new system, to prepare the launch of the 
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software beginning at the start of 2020. In the event that we continue with the same 
vendor, we will invest in a 3rd party services to help improve our system.  

 2019 Cost TBD 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

  

Make information and data 
easily available to the public. 

4.1.4  A new mobile-friendly version of the Forest Preserves website will allow visitors to more easily access 

information about the Forest Preserves on their computer, tablet or mobile device and an interactive web 

map will improve a visitor's ability to plan trips and navigate preserves and trails.  

 Lead Responsibility FPCC-OGS/Communications 

 Partner(s) Smart Chicago Collaborative  

 Progress to Date 

 

A new interactive web map developed in partnership with Smart Chicago Collaborative 
was launched in 2017 and allows visitors to search based on location or activity, view 
amenities and activities available at each location, and access additional information 
including preserve and trail descriptions. Since launching the web map in late March 
2017, website visitors have accessed the map nearly 10,000 times per month, resulting 
in over 520,000 individual location or trail page visits through September 2017.  
A new website is currently being built using the interactive web map as a foundation, 

and will be more user friendly and easy to access. A new website is needed to provide 

a better user experience and connect visitors with the resources they need.  In 2016, 

the FPCC had  1,232,501 visits to the website compared to 948,562 visits in 2015. In 

2017, the FPDCC had 1,120,859 visits. As of August 2018, the FPCC had 935,795 visits. 

 2019 Goal(s) Complete and launch the new website. Revise and enhance all website content. 

 2019 Cost Staff time; Up-to $5,000 for web map improvements 

 Total 5 Year Cost $50,000 (PICH grant) 
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Priority 4.2 Provide enduring, focused conservation leadership and increased accountability. 
   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Create a Forest Preserves 

Conservation Council. 

4.2.1  The Council will create a process to annually update its five year strategic and operating plan with 
increasingly specific metrics and measures of success.   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS 

 Partner(s) Conservation and Policy Council 

 Progress to Date 

 
 
 
        

Council meetings are organized around strategic issues related to plan implementation.  For 
each strategic issue, one to two Council members served on a working group and lead 
discussions at a Council meeting.  

A nominating committee convenes annually to make recommendations to fill vacancies on 
the Council and a Council briefing binder has been developed to smoothly integrate new 
Council members. In 2017, the committee identified a pool of qualified candidates and 
reached out to assess interest. 

A process is in place to annually update the 5-year implementation strategy and to submit an 
annual report to the President and Board.  In 2018, FPCC and partners developed new 
strategies for communicating progress to external audiences (advocates, elected officials, 
general public, etc.) 

Agendas and minutes for each Council meeting are posted on the FPCC website. 

In 2017 the Council completed a self-assessment and recommended improvements to its 
systems for educating and engaging Council members. 
In 2018, Council members began meeting with their Village Boards and other elected officials 

to raise awareness of NCCP goals and the resources needed to successfully achieve these 

goals. 

 2019 Goal(s) Develop a succession strategy for the Council.   

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost Staff time 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS 

   

 4.2.2 Implementation committees comprised of Forest Preserves staff and partner organizations will continue to 

work effectively with the Council to advance the Next Century Conservation Plan. 

 Lead Responsibility FPCC   
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 Partner(s) Chicago Zoological Society, Chicago Botanic Garden, Friends of the Forest Preserves, 

Openlands 

 Progress to Date 

  

Each year the NCCP Steering Committee, which includes co-chairs for all implementation 
committees, evaluates progress to date for each of seven operational priorities.  The NCCP 
implementation committee co-chairs also conduct an annual evaluation of progress to date 
for all current year priorities. 

Annual interviews are conducted with committee co-chairs and with representatives of the 
Conservation and Policy Council, volunteer stewards, FPCC staff, and/or partner 
organizations.    
Committee structure and process continues to evolve to use participants’ time as effectively 

as possible.   

 2019 Goal(s) Work with Conservation & Policy Council to develop position papers to guide major policy 

decisions 

 2019 Cost Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

  
 4.2.3  The Forest Preserves President and Board of Commissioners will meet annually with the Council to discuss 

progress toward implementing the Next Century Conservation Plan.   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS 

 Partner(s) Conservation and Policy Council 

 Progress to Date 

 

The Council chair presents an annual report and update to the President and the Board.  In 

2018, Council members began presenting periodic updates during board meetings and 

engaging commissioners in small group meetings.   

 2019 Goal(s) Continue engaging Commissioners in site visits and direct discussions with the Council. 

 2019 Cost Council & Staff time 

 Total 5 Year Cost Council & Staff time 
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Priority 4.3 Maximize public and private resources and use them wisely to achieve the vision for future growth and restoration. 
   

Actions* Mileposts & Measures of Success 

Expand non-tax financial 

resources through 

innovative enterprise 

operations, market based 

fees for special purpose 

uses (e.g., facility rentals), 

public-private partner-

ships, sponsorships, and 

donations in collaboration 

with the Forest Preserve 

Foundation. 

4.3.1  Double non-tax revenue from innovative enterprise operations, fees, facility rentals, major gifts from private 
individuals, etc., from $4.3 million in 2015 to $8.6 million in 2020.  Note:  Analysis to refine numeric targets is on-
going.   

Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS 

Partner(s) Conservation and Policy Council, Chicago Botanic Garden, Chicago Zoological Society, 

Openlands  

Progress to Date 

 

A district-wide, concessions master plan to identify opportunities for revenue growth was 

completed in 2016. Cost recovery for private events has increased from 50% in 2015 to 65% 

in 2017.  

The FPCC has also identified opportunities for various forms of earned revenue from cell 

towers, billboards, and corporate sponsorships and adopted guidelines consistent with the 

Forest Preserves’ Mission. 

 2019 Goal(s) Billboards: The Forest Preserves is partnering with Cook County and Superlative, our third-

party asset marketer, to enter into a digital billboard contract. Once the contract is 

negotiated and approved by the County Board, the Forest Preserves will have the 

opportunity to join the contract by bringing it to our board for approval.  

Cell Towers: We have also identified a vendor to install a cell tower at the Palos Maintenance 

Facility. We are partnering with Cook County to explore co-location of cell towers on an 

antenna owned by the Sheriff’s Office but located on our property.  Progress 

on cell towers was slowed while we waited for an analysis on recent legislation passed by 

the State of Illinois known as the Small Wireless Facilities Deployment Act. That third party 

analysis showed that the legislation does not apply to the efforts outlined above.  

 2019 Cost TBD 

 Total 5 Year Cost TBD 

   

  



*Actions are condensed from Next Century Conservation Plan      Page 50 
 

Aggressively pursue 

regional, state and federal 

government grants. 

4.3.2 Analyze existing grants and identify numeric targets for increasing grants based on past performance and 
future opportunities.   

 Lead Responsibility FPCC OGS 

 Progress to Date 

 

The analysis was completed in 2017. Due to state and federal budget constraints, few 
opportunities for new grant revenue are presently available. While regional, state and 
federal grants are difficult to secure at this time, we will continue to explore this option.  We 
will continue to work closely with partners to pursue grants and to support partners’ efforts 
to secure funding of projects that advance the NCCP.  

  
Issue bonds to fund well-

planned capital expendi-

tures for new acquisitions 

and restoration.  Capture 

the full value of statutorily 

allowed property tax 

resources. 

4.3.3  Assess most urgent capital needs for FPCC.  Issue modest bond to meet most urgent needs; work with Zoo 

and Garden to explore additional capital funds for other pressing needs. 

Lead Responsibility FPCC Finance 

Progress to Date 

 

In 2016, the FPCC worked with the Civic Consulting Alliance (CCA) to refine cost estimates 

for major elements of the plan and to analyze the gap between revenues available through 

all non-tax sources and resources needed to complete the plan. In 2018, the FPCC will utilize 

existing debt capacity to issue a modest bond ($8 million) to fund the most urgent capital 

needs such as roof repairs and boiler and furnace replacement.   

FPCC will continue to face a backlog of deferred maintenance of approximately $100 million; 

the Zoo and the Garden also have substantial capital needs.  The FPCC will continue to work 

with the Zoo and Garden to seek additional funds to address capital needs.  

   

 

i In September 2016 the Nature Committee recommended deleting local food production as a priority action from the plan. The Conservation & Policy Council 
approved the revision on October 27, 2016.  
 
ii In June 2016 FPCC staff and the Economics Committee reported to the Conservation & Policy Council that no local partners have been identified to lead business 
attraction efforts.  The Council agreed that business recruitment is not an area of expertise for the FPCC, nor does it advance the district’s primary mission, and, 
therefore, the district’s role should be to make visitor data and other information available to local chambers of commerce or other agencies.  If it no local partners 
are willing to lead efforts to attract nature-compatible business development, this action will not be advanced. 
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