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Illinois River Coordinating Council

August 16, 2007 Meeting Minutes

Principia College

Elsah, Illinois

1:00pm

Call to Order:
Marc Miller, Office of Lieutenant Governor Pat Quinn, called the meeting to order at 1:00 pm, and welcomed members and guests.

A welcome given by Thomas H. Fuller, Interim Dean, Principia College

Roll Call

Marc Miller called the roll:

Citizen Members

Lee Bunting, Richard Worthen, Doug Blodgett, Wendell Shauman

State Agency Members

Terry Weldin-Frisch, Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO); Debbie Bruce, Illinois Department of Natural Resources (DNR); Marcia Willhite, Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA)

Ex-Officio Members

Ron Fisher, US Fish and Wildlife Service; Brad Thompson, US Army Corps of Engineers, Rock Island District; Bill Kruidenier, University of Illinois College of Agricultural, Consumer, and Environmental Sciences; Jerry Berning, US Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service

Approval of Minutes

Marc Miller requested a motion to approve minutes from the May 9, 2007 meeting held at the Illinois Department of Agriculture Auditorium in Springfield, Illinois.  Wendell Shauman moved to approve, seconded by Richard Worthen, and the minutes were approved unanimously.

Opening Remarks:

Lt. Governor Quinn gave his opening remarks, mentioning Jeremy Kruidenier and Olivia Dorothy as new fellows in the office, and then discussed several policy items.

· Mud to Parks – this initiative was designed in conjunction with John Marlin and moves dredged “mud” from the Illinois River to brownfield sites.  More funding is needed for the project to continue making a big impact on the Illinois River.  The Attorney General has designated Supplemental Environmental Projects (SEPs) for future Mud to Parks endeavors in central Illinois.

· The Dam Safety bill, sponsored by Tom Cross, was signed into law August 2, 2007.  It creates the authority to develop better safety regulations at run-of-the-river dams on public waterways.  To effectively enact the law, about $50 million is needed out of the capital budget.  Also, a new engineering study was just released from the Capital Development Board that highlights safety issues and the best solutions for run-of-the-river dams in Illinois.  It also provides a cost analysis of dam removal or alteration for safety measures.  

· Sister Rivers Program – The Illinois River is now linked to the Vistula River in Poland through the Sister Rivers Program.  This initiative will promote the trade of information between Illinois and Poland concerning the river systems.  Also, students will be able to visit and study the rivers.

· The International River Symposium will take place in Chicago in September 2008. Policy makers and scientists from around the world will come to learn about river policy and ecosystem services.  The National Great Rivers Research and Education Center will sponsor the symposium.

· Phosphorus ban in dishwashing detergent - A new law that bans detergents that contain more than 0.5% phosphorus was signed into law August 13, 2007.  It will take effect January 1, 2010.  The National Lieutenant Governor’s Association is urging all states to remove phosphorus from dishwashing detergent.

· The Lt. Governor’s office is working to get resources for clean water issues in the new capital bill.

Member Comment Period

· Debbie Bruce spoke about the Landowner Incentive Program.  DNR received $700,000 for new projects.  There will be two trainings for Soil and Water Conservation Districts; their sign up is September 1, 2007.  Questions should be directed to your local SWCD representative.  They have also started working on potential changes that have been proposed in the upcoming Farm Bill.

· Dr. Wendell Shauman spoke about the pending Farm Bill that just passed the House.  He is concerned that the Minneapolis bridge collapse will divert funds from conservation.  

· Lee Bunting commended the Lt. Governor for swift action on Dam Safety and also mentioned the Farm Bill as an important program.

· Doug Blodgett presented the council with an Illinois Natural History Survey publication on the floodplain restoration of the Merwin Preserve at Spunky Bottoms.  This TNC project is a precursor to the TNC Emiquon project.

Palisades Preserve – Alley Ringhausen, Great Rivers Land Trust (GRLT)

Mr. Ringhausen has worked in this area for 15 years, and GRLT’s goal has always been to protect as much land as possible.  The Palisades Preserve, at 430 acres, was recently recognized as one of the 7 wonders of Illinois.  The property is beautifully forested.  The Mississippi River Revolving Loan Fund secured the land.  Most of the loan has been repaid without any taxpayer dollars. 

Now that the land has been acquired, the National Great River Research and Education Center’s Dr. Lyle Guygen is completing research.  His has sectioned the preserve into upland oak-hickory forests and limestone bluffs capped with hill prairies.  Restoring all the hill prairie land has been one of the most prominent objectives.  Ensuring diversity at the site is essential and right now they are faced with a slew of invasive species such as bush honeysuckle, garlic mustard, etc.  Controlling these species will be essential to the success of the preserve.  Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville is conducting research on the archeological resources and conducting environmental classes with the preserve.  Unfortunately, it remains undecided if the preserve will be open to the public.

Habitat Restoration – Charlie Deutsch, St. Louis Army Corps of Engineers, St. Louis District

Mr. Deutsch spoke about some of the habitat restoration projects in the area.  Public land ownership in the lower Illinois River is 25,158 acres.  The Army Corps of Engineers owns 15,832 acres, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife service owns 1,326 acres, and IDNR owns 8,000 acres.  These lands attract 3.5 – 4 million visitors per year.  Three examples of successfully restored land are Pere Marquette State Park, National Scenic byway, and Two Rivers National Wildlife Refuge.  Promotion of hunting, fishing, hiking, and biking are important in maintaining public lands.  Many lands also cater to migratory birds.  The number of visitors to restored areas is making a comeback after 9/11.  Water-based recreational activities are one of the most popular attractions.  River lands are important places for learning about ecosystems and are popular destinations for classes.

Mr. Deutsch said that next steps included sustaining stewardship to public lands and waters, supporting efforts like Environmental Management Program and Navigation and Ecosystem Sustainability Program, and improving water quality are the keys to growth for the Illinois River Valley tourism.

Lieutenant Governor Quinn asked what is needed to move tourism from the Great Lakes down the Illinois River.  Mr. Deutsch suggested linking the Illinois River with Chicago via the Illinois River National Scenic Byway.  The challenge will come from funding at the federal and local levels.

Dick Worthen commented that this is a worthy goal and suggested to have a long bike trail along the Illinois River.

It was commented that the Illinois River was formerly a popular tourist destination for Europeans to fish, but degradation has led to fewer people visiting the river.

Dam Safety - Arlen Juhl, Illinois Department of Natural Resources

Mr. Juhl spoke about dangers of lowhead dams and the recent study on dam safety.  People need to be informed about the threats these dams pose.  There are 25 publicly owned dams on public waterways.  According to the recent study it will cost about $2.5 to 3 million for warning signs.  Other solutions include dam removals or alterations.  Dams that will be excluded from alteration or removal are in places where they are needed for nuclear or hydroelectric power.  Currently buoys with warning signs have been placed at 23 of 25 sites.  Another solution is to enforce exclusion zones around the dams.

It’s Our River Day (IORD) – Jo Skoglund, Friends of the Illinois River

Ms. Skoglund gave an update on IORD.  The goal of IORD is to celebrate Illinois watersheds through education, recreation, and conservation.  Education, recreation and conservation are important to the health of Illinois’ rivers.  They are interconnected like a river within its ecosystem.  It is important to keep the history and culture of life along the river alive, to continue efforts to address the threats against its health, and to provide new and innovative ways to provide access to the waterways for recreation.

With this in mind, communities and organizations are invited to celebrate rivers by offering citizens a chance to experience, learn and contribute to the health of the watershed by providing organized activities annually on the third Saturday in September.
River Sweeps occur around the state, along with other events.  Local organizations and communities come together and get their hands dirty cleaning up their rivers and streams.  For more information on IORD, visit www.cleanwaterillinois.org.

Tax Assessment on Woodlands – Marc Miller

Because of a ruling last year by the Illinois Department of Revenue, tax assessments on wooded lots are slated to increase.  Landowners have expressed a great deal of confusion and concern surrounding the change.  Senate Bill 17 is the agreed-to solution to this problem, providing relief to landowners who develop an approved conservation plan on their properties.  Assessments will be frozen at 2006 levels to encourage landowners to implement a conservation plan.

SB17 has been sent to the Governor and is awaiting his signature.

Illinois River Restoration Program – Brad Thompson, Army Corps of Engineers, Rock Island District

The Illinois River Restoration Program, also known as Section 519 of the Water Resources and Development Act, is the comprehensive plan for the Illinois River valley and was completed in March 2007.  The program outlines the process for restoration implementation over a 50-year timeline.  One of the goals of the Illinois River Restoration Program is to implement the Alternative 6 plan by 2055 at a cost of $7.4 billion.  The program will be implemented in tiers; tier 1 would cost $131.2 million with $85.3 million from federal matching funds by 2011.  

One of the first projects will be the Peoria Lake project, and work in Pekin Lake.  Other projects include Waubonsie Creek, Blackberry Creek Critical Restoration Project, Senachwine Creek, Alton Pool Islands, and Starved Rock.

State Wildlife Action Plan – Eric Schenk, Ducks Unlimited

Mr. Schenk is the regional biologist for Ducks Unlimited.  The organization is participating in the implementation of the State Wildlife Action Plan.  They have received a grant from the Doris Duke Foundation for $1.5 million to jumpstart implementation.  More funding for the plan could come out of the 2007 Farm Bill Conservation Reserve Program.  

The goals of the State Wildlife Action Plan are to protect priority habitats, and “showcase” projects and partners.

The plan splits Illinois into three natural divisions: the Lower Mississippi Bottomlands, the Upper Mississippi and Illinois River Bottomlands, and the Northeastern Moranial.  In total they hope to restore 36,000 acres of forest, 31,000 acres of grassland and 20,000 acres of wetlands.

Other conservation opportunity areas include the Upper Mississippi River, Lost Mound-Hanover Bluff- Palisades, Middle Illinois River, among others.

2007 Farm Bill, Marc Miller

2007 Farm Bill language is very similar to 2002 Farm Bill and Senate action will take place by the end of September.  Under the conservation title there will be an increase of $8 billion over actual 2002-2007 spending.  No changes will occur under the CRP program.

Other Business

Bob Frazee spoke about the Governor’s Conference on the Illinois River October 2-4.  He gave a brief outline of the Conference and its agenda, which can be found at www.conferences.uiuc.edu/ilriver.  The next IRCC meeting will be held at the conference at 5pm on Tuesday Oct 2.  The early sign up for the conference is being extended to September 8th because many state agencies can’t register until the state budget is passed.

Public Comment Period

Terry Ingram spoke about the Eagle Fest that’s taking place October 7th.  In addition to the Eagle Fest, lots of Bald Eagle bus tours in Illinois and across the U.S. are being planned.  Information on Eagle Fest and the Bald Eagle bus tours can be found at http://www.eaglefest.org/.  

Mr. Ingram also commented that DNR has given the Rice Lake Strip Mining Company another opportunity at the property, after the area has been declared unsuitable for strip mining.

Christine Favilla and Sara McGibany spoke about the ‘It’s Our River Day’ Alton Festival.  Missouri River Relief will be assisting with shore and island clean up.  There will be many other events and entertainment and all the electricity for the events will be generated by solar panels.

Brent Stawar from the Alton Regional Convention and Visitors Bureau gave an update of the Confluence By-way and local tourism efforts.

Adjourn

Lee Bunting moved and Richard Worthen seconded a motion to adjourn.  Marc Miller adjourned the meeting at 3:35 pm. 
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