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Ecologist, led a volunteer restoration
day in 2015 at Burr Oak Valley Nature
Preserve.

Thank you to the volunteers and staff who helped disperse native s ed; in the open field of
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Burr Oak Valley Nature Preserve on Elevator Road in Roscoe, January 2018.

Restoration Efforts Pay Off for a

PBright Future

hat would you hear if you

were standing in the middle
of Burr Oak Valley Nature Preserve?
In past years you may have heard
the buzzing of chainsaws, the echoes
of voices of the many people who
have been working hard to get rid
of invasive species, or maybe the
crunching of snow under the wheels
of occasional trucks and utility
vehicles.

This winter youd most likely

hear the wind howling through
magnificent oaks, owls hooting and
clacking calling to their mates, or
maybe the kwirr and rattle of the
Red-headed Woodpecker.

It’s been nearly a decade since major

restoration efforts got under way to
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improve Burr Oak Valley’s prairies,
woodlands, and ravines with the help
of donors and the Bud and Elaine
Johnson Foundation. Throughout
that period of time a restoration day
on the first Saturday of every month
helped focus our removal of invasive
species like bush honeysuckle and
buckthorn that once blocked out
the sun and prevented native species
from thriving. Invasive species
removal and control has been a long
process completed by both NLI
staff and volunteers as well as by
ecological contractors hired through
grants and donations.

We are excited to be in the early
stages of next steps on the property.
In order to stay ahead of the
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invasives we will continue to keep the pressure on the
brush through the use of prescribed burns and periodic
mowing and even some additional brush clearing in areas
that are tough to access.

At the moment, NLI staff have identified additional
improvements that must be made to fire breaks and areas
of resprouts and seedlings leftover from all the invasives
that have been cleared. When it comes to managing
land, the work is never done, but the work does get a lot
easier over time!

We are excited that the last area to be cleared (roughly 8
acres) has been prepped and will receive a boost of native
seed in early 2023. This seeding is being partially cost-
shared by the Natural Resources Conservation Service’s
Monarch habitat program to create additional suitable
habitat for the Monarch butterfly, a species that is seeing
increased threats, and many other wonderful creatures
associated with the many wildflowers that will be
incorporated! We are hopeful too, that prescribed fire will
help invigorate acres that have been cleared in the past.

With the help of volunteers, and potentially additional
resources through the state of Illinois’ Natural Areas
Stewardship Fund, this nature preserve will continue
to improve and amaze generations to come. While we

Volunteers scatter seeds over snow on a cold and sunny January day in 2018.

The former field on Elevator Road where volunteers dispersed native
forb and grass seeds now boasts beautiful wildflowers including
those shown here: wild bergamot, false sunflower, and royal catchfly.

have decided to move monthly restoration days to the
William & Gayle Keefer Nature Reserve, we'll still be
putting out the occasional call for help, so keep an eye
out for those emails, and remember to look and listen to
all the wildlife as they take up residence in that hundred
acre paradise called Burr Oak Valley.

Here’s to a bright future for the beautiful nature preserve
in your backyard!

Photo: Jill Kennay
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keep warm on a chilly winter day by tossing invasive brush into the fire.

Volunteers are Essential +o Restoring Land
By Laura Helmich, Field Biologist, Natural Land Institute

he first winter I worked for NLI, I was blown

away by how much progress removing non-native
invasive shrubs like honeysuckle and buckthorn our
volunteers were able to make in just a few months at the
Burr Oak Valley Nature Preserve in Roscoe.

Since then, we've started holding regular volunteer

days at the William & Gayle Keefer Nature Reserve in
Rockton. Again, I have been amazed by the amount of
work our volunteers have managed to accomplish in just
a couple years. We have created a parking lot, cleared
trails, removed unnecessary barbed wire fencing, and are
in the process of clearing around the largest quarry so
that we can install a safety fence.

We are still in the early days of restoration work at the
Keefer Reserve and are grateful for the Stewardship
Grant we received from the Illinois Clean Energy
Community Foundation for equipment and seed.
There is still a long way to go to clear away invasive
plants that aren’t native to our region, which contribute
to unhealthy habitat in some areas at this preserve. We
need you.

What sort of restoration activities can volunteers expect
to do at the Keefer Reserve? It depends on the time of
year. In the fall we collect seed from numerous native
woodland plants. This year, most of that seed will likely
be used for a planting at Burr Oak Valley.

In the winter we cut and burn invasive brush. This
winter we did our first seeding in an area of woodland
that volunteers cleared of invasives last winter. This
seeding will be our first of many over the next few years.

In the spring we have a few volunteer days to pull
invasive garlic mustard, but after that the regularly
scheduled volunteer days are put on hold until the fall.
This is because the spring and summer is the correct
season to control many weeds in prairies, so our time is
spent at other preserves. However, this spring or early
summer we are planning to install safety fence around
the quarry so that we can open the trails to the public.

Currently, the volunteer opportunities are every
Tuesday afternoon from 1:00 - 4:00 p.m. and the first
Saturday of the month from 9:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m..
These volunteer days are expected to run through
spring. Contact me at lhelmich@naturalland.org or at
712/301-1208 for more information.

Special Note: Thank you to all of you who have been
there along the way in this journey of restoring land.
As we work to combat the inconsistent changes in
weather patterns and extreme weather events, we

continue to need your help with keeping our natural
areas clear of non-native invasive species to provide
healthy environments for all living creatures.
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M ore than 75 people got to see the William &
Gayle Keefer Nature Reserve for the first time at
a public hike event held there on New Year’s Day (Jan.
1, 2023). This Nature Reserve that was donated to NLI
by Gayle Keefer in 2017 will be open to the public later
this year. We were excited to offer this opportunity for
neighbors and the public to visit and see the results of
more than 400 volunteer hours put in there since we

received this gift of land.

NLI staff, Laura Helmich and Tyler Pellegrini, led
groups through the neighboring Woodlands Park along
a path that led to a trail opening at the adjacent Keefer
Nature Reserve. At the Keefer trailhead the group split
into two and each went a different direction, and all
ended up at the giant old white oak tree before heading
back to the starting location. This was a fun photo opp
for many as they tried to put their arms around the big
trunk of the tree.

Hikers got to see two of the quarries there as they
walked along the trail that volunteers have worked to
clear over the past few years.

One of the many surprising things to see during the
hike was a patch of perennial ferns, known as ebony
spleenwort, growing along the trail. Neighbors that were
hiking by that day said they are green all year. Amazing.

-

These evergreen ferns known as ebony spleenwort surprrsed hikers
during the New Year's Day Hike.
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Stewardship Wish List

Do you want to help improve local habitat efforts? Donating
items from the list below is a great way to accelerate the effort.
You can also donate funds, including gifts of stock, and we'll put
it right to work. Listed in order of priority.

Photo: Rob Clark

1. Clean yellow kitty litter buckets (with tops if possible)
2. Rubber boots and waders (Looking for smaller sizes)
3. Industrial Shelving (Pallet Rack or Metal Shelving)

4. Pull Behind Mower for ATV/UTV

5. Tractor Canopy

6. Air compressor for truck

7.500 Gallon Water Tank (Baffled or Leg Tank) >

8. 4x4 Pickup Truck for “Farm Use” ; A e s,
Deena and Rodger enjoyed the sunset overlooking the wetland during the Feb. 6 Wander
9. Tractor 100hp at the Wetland: Full Moon Snowshoe & Hike event at Nygren Wetland Preserve.
Become Involved = Volunteer
If you love to spend time outside then volunteering at NLI's Restoration priorities at a given site. Dress for the weather in layers, wear sturdy
Days is just for you. When you do volunteer, you will be making a shoes or boots, bring your favorite hardy work gloves, a bottle of water
difference in the natural world in your community for now and future and snacks.
generations to breath fresh air and drink clean water. Always check with the site steward before heading out to make sure it's
We have weekly and monthly Restoration Days throughout the year, still on for that day and to get directions to the site. You can work as long
which may change seasonally, based on needs and management as your schedule allows during the designated time.

Current NLI Restoration Days Schedule

Days and times subject to change.

Location Schedule Staff/Site Steward
Howard D. Colman Dells Days Vary Site Steward: Chris Reisetter
Nature Preserve 9:00 a.m — 3:00 p.m. reisetterc@gmail.com

815/985-7208

Lost Flora Fen on Raccoon Creek First Sat: Jun-Sep Staff: Tyler Pellegrini
9:00 a.m.— 1:00 p.m. tpellegrini@naturalland.org
815/970-5012
Nygren Wetland Preserve 1st Wed through May Staff: Tyler Pellegrini
Every Wed: Jun-Oct tpellegrini@naturalland.org
9:00 a.m. — 3:00 p.m. 815/970-5012
Silver Creek Woods Preserve 3rd Sat Site Steward: Jim Akers
9:00 a.m.— 1:00 p.m. jnakers@hotmail.com
William & Gayle Keefer Every Tue through March 1:00 p.m. — 4:00 p.m. Staff: Laura Helmich 712/301-1208
Nature Reserve 1st Sat: Jan-May, Oct-Dec 9:00 a.m. — 1:00 p.m. Ihelmich@naturalland.org
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Join or renew your membership.
You can play a part in protecting nature with
your annual or monthly membership gift.
Visit: www.naturalland.org/membership today
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The contrasting green of the moss against the white IAEr JuFD et
snow is one of many beautiful winter scenes at the
William & Gayle Keefer Nature Reserve.
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MARK YOUR CALENDAR
for NLI's 2023 Events

Wed., April 12, 5:30 p.m.

Annual Dinner and Presentation of the George and
Barbara Fell Award, The Radisson Hotel & Conference
Center

Sat., May 20, 10:00 a.m.- 4:00 p.m.
Rockton Pelican Fest, Downtown Rockton and Nygren
Wetland Preserve

Sat., June 24, 9:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.

Family Nature Adventures, Nygren Wetland Preserve

Sat., July 15, 3:00 p.m. - 6:00 p.m.
Wine & Brew at the Wetland, Nygren Wetland Preserve

Sat., Sep. 9, 9:00 a.m. - 12:00 p.m.

Fall Prairie Harvest Day, Nygren Wetland Preserve

Sat., Oct. 28, 1:30 p.m.
OAKtober Hike, Burr Oak Valley Nature Preserve

Tue., Dec. 5, 4:00 p.m. - 7:00 p.m.
Holiday Open House, NLI Office, 320 S. Third St.,
Rockford
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