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This plan expands upon a former plan which was done in 
2008, created a new Project Selection Checklist to guide our 
efforts, and focuses NLI to be mission effective. According 
to the Land Trust Alliance’s 2010 Census, “land trusts that 
have strategic conservation plans protected twice as much 
land as land trusts without plans.” There’s a window of time 
in which land trusts, communities, and conservation groups 
can conserve wildlife corridors. To achieve this also means 
protecting waterways, soil health, and community spaces.

This new plan focuses on which resources matter most to 
NLI and its community, and how we could more efficiently 
conserve such resources and engage with our community. 
The process yielded a new project selection criteria, along 
with specific goals, strategies, challenges, and priority 
resources for the five Core Conservation Principles. 

The process involved three phases of development over the 
course of a year and laid out a plan made to last at least 10 
years, with a framework built in allowing for periodic revision 
or updating until the next plan is created, and all guided by a 
steering committee. 

 “We are living at the time of man’s final conquest over the 
wilderness. What we have saved, and what we may save in 
the next few years, will be all the true wild nature that will 
remain to pass on from generation to generation in the years 
ahead. There will never be another chance.” 
 	 —George B. Fell, founder of the Natural Land Institute

Land Acknowledgement
We at the Natural Land Institute remain committed to 
preserving and stewarding species, populations and 
ecosystems of the land and waters of our home, northwest 
Illinois.  We recognize that these lands and waters served 
as the traditional, ancestral and contemporary lands of 
indigenous people that have dwelt here for millennia.  These 
are the traditional lands of the Illinois Confederacy and other 
native peoples who lived in deep connection with this land as 
its original stewards.
 
We acknowledge our indebtedness to traditional ecological 
scientific knowledge with its interwoven perspectives.  
We pledge to work with indigenous groups and nations to 
share information and build mutual respect, making our 
conservation better.  

NLI’s Mission and Vision
NLI’s mission and vision is to create an enduring legacy 
of natural land in northern Illinois for people, plants, and 
animals, and we envision a world in which people recognize 
that we are a part of nature and act with the knowledge that 
our future depends upon preserving the natural systems that 
support all life on Earth.

This Strategic Conservation Plan was developed to guide our 
efforts to prevent the destruction of native habitats and to 
implement land and water conservation which is part of our 
core mission. To guide us in achieving this we developed this 
Strategic Conservation Plan. We are delighted to share with 
you this Executive Summary of the Plan.

Note: This plan is intended to be used in conjunction with 
the Healthy Land and Waters Plan also funded by the 
Illinois Clean Energy Community Foundation. This plan was 
developed with regional partners to assist with planning 
for water quality using natural solutions, and as such will 
provide additional areas within targeted watersheds to be 
protected. www.healthylandandwater.org
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We conferred with our regional partners, and we sent out 
a Community Feedback Survey to find out what mattered 
most to you. 

Common responses included river corridors, watersheds, 
and prime farmland with 70% of respondents considering 
protecting agricultural land and soils to be very important. 

Respondents expressed that protecting undisturbed 
habitats and natural areas should be NLI’s highest priority, 
with connecting land and habitat (e.g., greenways, wildlife 
corridors) and protecting drinking water supplies and 
water quality through natural solutions, such as protecting 
groundwater recharge areas, following closely behind. 83% 
of respondents considered access to nature as being Very 
Important for people’s physical and mental health. 

Respondents generally viewed all threats to northwest 
Illinois land and water as higher threats, including:

•	 Commercial/residential development (69% ranked 	 	
             high threat) 

•	 Loss of farmland/soils (47 % ranked medium threat, 	
             44% ranked high threat)

•	 Climate change (61% ranked high threat)
•	 Land and water pollution (66% ranked high threat)
•	 Invasive species (67% ranked high threat)
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Based on this partner and community input, the Steering 
Committee developed several Core Conservation Principles 
to guide the development of the plan. 

1. Enhance the resilience, ecosystem function and    	    	
    connectivity of NLI’s Service Area.

2. Retain and protect our native woodlands, savannas, 	    	
     prairies, wetlands, streams, rivers, and farmlands.

3. Reduce threats to biodiversity.

4. Promote community participation and equitable access in 	
    conservation and recreation of natural areas and support  	
    the sustainable use of our ecosystems.

5. Undertake effective monitoring of conditions and research 	
    to fill knowledge gaps for conservation and community 	   	
    building.
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Goal 2: Support Biodiversity
Supporting biodiversity strategies focus on species or ecosystems whose 
populations are in decline or otherwise under serious threat. These include 
preserving local genotypes and genetic viability of plants and animals within NLI’s 
Priority Conservation Areas; preserving sensitive ecosystems and remnant areas 
as well as creating, enhancing, and protecting wildlife habitat for target species 
identified in the Illinois State Wildlife Action Plan. This goal also includes fostering 
soil health while enhancing farm habitat to attract birds and pollinators.

Goal 3: Protect Water Quality and Hydrologic Integrity  
This goal is supported by a variety of strategies such as protecting headwaters, 
high quality streams, and streams with restoration potential; reducing sediment, 
nutrients, and fecal coliform levels in streams; protecting aquifer recharge areas 
and groundwater-dependent ecosystems such as fens and seeps; protecting and 
re-creating functioning wetlands; and prioritizing protecting water quality within 
watersheds with water quality protection plans, known as watershed plans.

Goal 1: Build Landscape Scale Conservation
This goal represents a focus on addressing threats like habitat fragmentation 
and includes strategies to create larger, more contiguous habitats with better 
migration corridors between natural areas for wildlife. The Steering Committee 
developed three different types of Conservation Areas, which will focus various 
elements of NLI’s role in conservation in northwestern Illinois. These areas are 
Priority Conservation Areas (PCAs), Community Conservation Areas (CCAs), 
and Supporting Conservation Areas (SCAs). The PCAs are areas where NLI will 
prioritize land acquisition and conservation easement projects. The CCAs are 
more developed areas where NLI will focus their resources and support for the 
Conservation@Home and Conservation@Work programs. Lastly, the SCAs are areas 
where NLI will prioritize supporting land trust or other conservation organizations 
who are already active in those areas.

Goal 4: Enhance Climate Resilience
As we move into the future and face the consequences of climate change, it is 
critical that we be proactive in our responses. This goal includes a map of areas 
with greater ecological resilience that will help guide us on where we will get the 
most out of our investments. This will help us create refugia corridors for species 
migration, create optimum conditions for interspecies dependence, improve soil 
health, particularly in agricultural lands, and improve ecosystem and natural area 
resiliency. 
Note: This climate resilience mapping tool was developed by the Nature Conservancy, and is 
continually being revised as more data is incorporated. This tool will help us identify and increase 
protection of climate resilient areas.

Goal 5: Increase Land Equity and Access
We must not forget the “people” component of NLI’s mission to create an 
enduring legacy of natural land in northern Illinois. We should support and improve 
the equitable access to natural areas for people of all physical capacities, races, 
ethnicities, gender, and beliefs. These strategies include supporting land-based 
green initiatives in urban communities, particularly disadvantaged areas identified 
in the Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool (ex. impaired streams, urban 
heat islands, pollinators, migrating bird refugia, etc.); improving access to natural 
areas for people with disabilities; break down safety and belonging barriers for 
physical and mental well-being; and engage with various community groups 
through learning opportunities.

Challenges
Although each goal has a series of strategies and action steps for implementation, 
we have recognized that there are significant challenges in front of us as we move 
forward with implementing the Plan. Challenges we have identified include habitat 
loss, degradation and fragmentation; the loss of biological diversity; altered 
hydrology, loss of wetlands and depletion of aquifers; soil loss and soil health 
degradation; water, atmospheric and light pollution as well as limited funding 
sources and maintenance and management challenges. Climate change impacts 
and extreme weather, including changes in timings of physiological functions and 
interactions for animals such as extinctions, species migration and alteration of 
the food web also present significant challenges.
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