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Demonstration Project Summary
The research activities in support of this technical paper were undertaken at the
Des Plaines River Wetlands Demonstration Project. The project comprises 450
acres of riparian land along 3 miles of the Des Plaines River in Wadsworth,
Illinois, approximately 35 miles north of Chicago.

Wetlands Research, Inc., a non-profit corporation, initiated and now
manages the Des Plaines River Wetlands Demonstration Project. The corpo-
ration was formed in 1983 as a joint venture between the Lake County (Illinois)
Forest Preserve District and the Open Lands Project of Chicago. Each organi-
zation appoints the members of the board. The district owns the land on which
the restoration and research work is taking place.

This project is a living laboratory designed to systematically evaluate and
quantify the ways in which wetlands enhance water quality, mitigate flooding,
and provide wildlife habitat. The project’s goal is to produce the criteria
necessary for scientists and engineers to rebuild our nation’s river systems by
re-creating, restoring and managing wetlands.

To rebuild and manage these wetlands, it is necessary to understand the
natural processes that govern aquatic systems. The research program at the Des
Plaines River is assessing wetland functions through large-scale experimenta-
tion, e.g. controlling manipulation of flow rates and water depths, creating and
monitoring soil structures, and developing a wide range of habitats through the
reestablishment of native plant communities.

The cost of the project is being borne by all sectors of our society—public
and private. The allocation formula is as follows: 47% from federal govern-
ment, 12% state goverment, l4% from local government, and 27% from private
sources. More than 50 individuals and organizations have helped make the
project possible. Major contributors include: Abbott Laboratories, Atlantic
Richfield Foundation, Campanella & Sons, Inc., Caterpillar Tractor Co.,
Chicago Community Trust, Commonwealth Edison Co., Gaylord and Dorothy
Donnelley, Exxon Company U.S.A., Illinois Department of Energy and
Natural Resources, International Minerals & Chemical Corp., The Joyce
Foundation, Lake County Forest Preserve District, Open Lands Project, Prince
Charitable Trust, Sudix Foundation, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency, and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
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FORWARD

The loss of wetlands in the United States during the past
150 years has significantly contributed to the degradation
of our nation’s water resources, wildlife and general
environment. The genesis of catastrophic floods causing
billion-dollar losses can be traced to agricultural and
urban drainage of wetlands. These drainage practices
increased the rate of runoff, entraining and transporting
larger quantities of sediments and nutrients which fouled
and polluted our surface waters. The loss in wildlife
habitat reduced—if not extirpated—fish, waterfowl and
many other wildlife populations.

Government and industry have spent billions of dol-
lars on remedial measures to solve these problems, but all
solutions have proved inadequate for the task. Our aquatic
systems will not recover and we will not achieve our
national goals of restoring their physical, chemical and
biological integrity without large-scale wetland restora-
tion. Even a policy of no net loss of wetlands will leave us
no better off than we are today.

To carry out this large-scale wetland restoration,
technology must be developed. The purpose of the Des
Plaines River Wetlands Demonstration Project is to de-
velop and test the scientific and engineering principles for
wetland restoration. At the research site along the Des
Plaines River, a team of scientists and engineers are
exploring the relationships among soils, water and plants
necessary to retain floodwaters, purge contaminants, and
provide for an array of wildlife. In a few short years, much
has been accomplished and learned through controlled
experimentation.

Water now stands on land that was formerly drained
and devoid of wetlands. The restored wetlands are stop-
ping more than 80% of the incoming sediment and nutri-
ents from the river. Native plant communities are prosper-
ing where weeds used to grow. An impressive array of
wildlife has returned to this once-chaotic, low-diversity
landscape.

This paper reports the results of field observations of
the bird populations that existed two years before restora-
tion and then three years after the re-creation of a land-
scape emulating presettlement conditions. The change in
the numbers and quality of birds now using the site is
impressive—particularly considering the short time that it
took for the bird population to respond.

These rapid changes are harbingers for what can be
accomplished by similar restoration across the nation.

Anthony T. Dean                                       Donald L. Hey
May 1991
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ABSTRACT  — This study documents a significant postrestoration increase in use of
the Des Plaines River Wetlands Demonstration Project (DPRWDP) site by migrating
waterfowl and breeding season birds. DPRWDP has clearly improved habitat quality
for numerous bird species. Migratory waterfowl increased from 3 to 15 species, and
breeding season birds increased from 37 to 47 species. More importantly, the number
of wetland-dependent birds censused during the breeding season increased from 8 to
17 species. Two state-designated endangered species that were absent in the
prerestoration census—Least Bittern and Yellow-headed Blackbird—nested on the
postrestoration site. Follow-up surveys documenting the effectiveness of this project
in continuing to provide migratory and nesting habitat for wetland birds will be
published at a later date.

Figure 1. The Des Plaines River Wetlands Demonstration Project, 1990.

1981). This loss of wetlands has dangerously reduced the
availability of stopover sites for migrating birds and has
increased the importance of remaining wetlands to mi-
grants as well as nesting species (Myers et al. 1987). Yet,
these remnant stands are under continual threat of devel-
opment, pollution, invasion by aggressive plant and ani-
mal species, and sedimentation (Bellrose et al. 1983;
Illinois Wildlife Habitat Commission 1985). Therefore,
conservationists and wetland scientists have a keen inter-
est in how wetland construction and restoration can sup-
port species that require wetlands for survival.

The purpose of this paper is to report on how a
wetland construction project in northeastern Illinois has
successfully created habitat for migratory waterfowl and
nesting wetland-dependent birds. This study compares the
inventories of birds observed at the Des Plaines River
Wetlands Demonstration Project (DPRWDP) prior to site
restoration in 1985 and after restoration in 1990.

INTRODUCTION

Wetlands—with their abundance of food, nest
ing habitat, and cover—are some of the most
important and diverse habitats for wildlife in

general, and birds in particular (Weller 1978; Sather and
Smith 1984). In Illinois, vast wetland complexes once
covered the northeast and south central portions of the
state, providing valuable nesting and migratory rest areas
for shorebirds, waterfowl, wading birds and other marsh
bird species (Beecher 1942; Bellrose 1980; Bent 1926,
1927, 1929).

However, 56% of the presettlement wetlands in the
continental United States, including more than 96% of
Illinois’ wetland habitats, have been lost to draining and/
or filling for agricultural and urban use (Dahl 1990; Bell
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STUDY AREA

The observations took place at DPRWDP in Wad-
sworth, Illinois (Figure 1). In 1985 few stopover and/or
breeding sites for waterfowl existed within the project
area (Figure 2). The research site was highly disturbed
and consisted primarily of abandoned farm fields and
grazing land, old orchards, the remnants of a Christmas
tree farm, a few small wetlands, a bur oak/white oak
savanna choked with underbrush and saplings, and a
rather sterile water-filled gravel pit. The majority of the
site was dominated with non-native vegetation and
weedy sapling thickets of Kentucky blue grass (Poa
pratensis), glossy buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica),
hawthorn (Crataegus spp.), green ash (Fraxinus penn-
sylvanica), and willow (Salix spp.). (For a detailed
description of the site and its vegetation see Wilhelm
1985.)

With commencement of construction and earth
moving activities, the entire landscape was reshaped to
facilitate restoration and research programs (Figure 1).
The riparian zone along the river between Wadsworth
Road and the confluence of the Des Plaines River and
Mill Creek was regraded to restore more natural slopes
to the area, and remove the willow and ash thickets that

had invaded the site.
Four Experimental Wetlands (EWs) were constructed

and fitted with water control structures and an underground
irrigation system. Mesic and wet prairie species were
planted along the riparian areas and drainage swales, and the
savanna was cleared of all underbrush. A prescribed burning
program was instituted for these areas. The majority of these
construction activities were completed from 1986-88.

METHODS

Waterfowl Censuses
Migratory waterfowl using the site during the spring of 1985
(prerestoration) were counted directly seven times during
March and April at six census points (Figure 2). These
census points were the six sites within DPRWDP that were
judged to be potentially usable by waterfowl. All birds
encountered during these censuses were recorded. All cen-
suses were conducted between 0930 and 1330 hours on
March 1, 8, 15, 22, 29; April 6 and 12.

A postrestoration spring census was carried out at the
eleven locations judged to be potentially usable by migratory
waterfowl in 1990 (Figure 3). The number of census points
increased from six to eleven due to the increase in available
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habitat created by site restoration. This census was con-
ducted in the same way as the 1985 survey, documenting any
waterfowl visible from the survey points. The 1990 census
dates were March 1, 8, 13, 22, 30; April 8 and 15.

Breeding Bird Censuses
The prerestoration summer breeding bird censuses were
conducted in June 1985 using a modified Emlen (1977)
transect method. This method is analogous to the transect-
listening stop method recommended by the Illinois Depart-
ment of Conservation for breeding bird censuses. The modi-
fied Emlen transect method involves recording all birds seen
or heard while slowly walking prescribed transects through
the study area. All birds seen or heard along the transects or
at the listening stops were recorded. Breeding status was
determined by singing territorial males. No attempt at estab-
lishing breeding density was undertaken.

In 1985 four transect-listening stop routes were cen-
sused a minimum of four times each (Figure 2). Census
dates were June 1, 8, 9, 15, 16, 22, 23, 24, and 28. Censuses
were conducted between 0500 and 0915 hours except for
four evening censuses (one per transect) which were
conducted between 1830 and 2115.

In 1990 birds utilizing the study area were censused
using the same method as for the prerestoration census.

Each transect was censused again a minimum of four times
(Figure 3). Census dates were May 26, 28; June 2, 4, 9, 10,
14; July 15, and 22.

Additional efforts were made to determine the pres-
ence of rails in 1990. Rails are secretive and may be missed
by the modified Emlen transect method. Taped recordings
of King Rail, Virginia Rail, Yellow Rail, and Sora were
played at the listening stops shown in Figure 3 when the
surrounding habitat was appropriate (Marion et al. 1981;
Johnson and Dinsmore 1986). A rail census was conducted
during the evening of June 24.

RESULTS

Migratory Waterfowl
Based on observations during the seven census visits in
1985, only 13 individuals from three species—Canada
Goose, Mallard, and Blue-winged Teal—were observed
(Table 1). In 1990, 617 individuals representing 15 species
were observed in the study area (Table 1). Compared to
prerestoration levels, this is a 5-fold increase in the number
of species (Figure 4), and a greater than 45-fold increase in
the number of individuals first censused on the site (Figure
5). One state-designated endangered species, Pied-billed
Grebe, was encountered in the 1990 census.
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Breeding Birds
Thirty-seven species were found to be holding territories
on the site prior to restoration (Table 2). Of these, only 8
species are typically associated with wetland habitat. The
recorded species data show a conspicuous absence of
wetland-dependent birds (e.g., shorebirds, herons, water-
fowl, and marsh-breeding birds). Most of the species
nesting on the site were edge species such as American
Robin, Common Yellowthroat, American Goldfinch and
Song Sparrows. Red-winged Blackbirds, very common
wetland-dependent birds, were seen primarily nesting in
upland old field sites—exhibiting the lack of even mar-
ginal wetland breeding habitat for this opportunistic
breeder.

Forty-eight species were observed holding territories
during the summer 1990 postrestoration census. This
indicates a 27% increase in diversity of total species and
a 112% increase in wetland-dependent species compared
to the 1985 census (Figure 6). The observed and estimated
populations of each breeding species encountered are
given for each of the EWs (Table 3) and other habitats of
the study area (Table 4).

No federally-designated endangered or threatened
species were observed within DPRWDP. However, four
state-designated endangered species—Least Bittern,
Great Egret, Black-crowned Night-heron, and Yellow-
headed Blackbird—were encountered within the project
site during the breeding census period. A single pair of

Figure 5.  Migratory waterfowl census: 1985 vs.
1990.

Figure 4. Species of migratory waterfowl: 1985 vs.
 1990.
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Table 1. Migratory waterfowl usage of
DPRWDP, 1985 vs. 1990

Total Number of Individuals Seen
Species 1985 1990

Pied-billed Grebe* 0 1
Great Blue Heron 0 1
Canada Goose 5 365
Wood Duck 0 17
Green-winged Teal 0 26
American Black Duck 0 6
Mallard 4 102
Blue-winged Teal 4 6
Northern Shoveler 0 35
Gadwall 0 4
American Widgeon 0 6
Ring-necked Duck 0 13
Common Goldeneye 0 12
Bufflehead 0 21
Hooded Merganser 0 2

Total 13 617

*State-designated endangered species
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Table 2. Breeding season avifauna of DPRWDP, 1985 vs. 1990

                            Total Number of Breeding Pairs*
Species 1985 1990

Least Bittern** 0 1
Green-backed Heron 2 1
Canada Goose 1 4
Mallard 0 4
Blue-winged Teal 0 2
Sora 0 3
American Coot 0 1
Killdeer 0 4
Spotted Sandpiper 0 13
American Woodcock 1 0
Mourning Dove 1 1
Belted Kingfisher 1 1
Downy Woodpecker 2 1
Hairy Woodpecker 0 1
Northern Flicker 2 4
Eastern Wood Pewee 3 2
Willow Flycatcher 8 3
Great-crested Flycatcher 3 1
Eastern Kingbird 0 3
Blue Jay 4 4
American Crow 1 4
Black-capped Chickadee 2 5
White-breasted Nuthatch 1 0
House Wren 8 3
Marsh Wren 0 11
Wood Thrush 2 3
American Robin 13 9

                            Total Number of Breeding Pairs*
Species 1985 1990

Gray Catbird 9 6
Brown Thrasher 1 0
Cedar Waxwing 4 1
European Starling 0 1
White-eyed Vireo 1 0
Yellow-throated Vireo 0 1
Warbling Vireo 2 2
Red-eyed Vireo 1 4
Yellow Warbler 3 13
Common Yellowthroat 19 25
Scarlet Tanager 0 1
Northern Cardinal 9 5
Rose-breasted Grosbeak 1 1
Indigo Bunting 7 3
Rufous-sided Towhee 0 1
Savannah Sparrow 0 5
Song Sparrow 16 49
Swamp Sparrow 4 2
Bobolink 1 0
Red-winged Blackbird 25 93
Eastern Meadowlark 3 0
Yellow-headed Blackbird** 0 4
Common Grackle 1 9
Brown-headed Cowbird 5 12
Northern Oriole 1 2
American Goldfinch 8 20
House Sparrow 0 1

Wetland birds
*Estimated population in pairs is the maximum number of territorial males seen on any one census visit.
**State-designated endangered species.

Least Bittern most likely nested within the cattails border-
ing the south-southwestern edge of EW 4 (Figure 3). A
single Least Bittern was observed within this area on June
2, and two were observed on June 24. Yellow-headed
Blackbirds definitely nested within EW 3 and EW 4
(Table 3, Figure 3). Seven territorial males were present in
EW 3, and up to five territorial males were at one time
present in EW 4. During July, male and female yellow-
heads could consistently be observed delivering food to
nestlings and/or fledglings at two different locations in
EW 3, and at one location in EW 4. Great Egrets and
Black-crowned Night-herons did not nest within the proj-
ect site, but did use the area for roosting and/or feeding.

Great Egrets could be found feeding and “loafing” in
many of the EWs throughout the summer. Black-crowned
Night-herons were only seen once. Two immature black
crowns were seen roosting in a tall oak in the northwest
section of the demonstration project’s savanna.

No state-designated threatened species were ob-
served. Four species considered to be uncommon summer
residents within northern Illinois (Bohlen 1978) nested
within the study area. These included Blue-winged Teal,
Belted Kingfisher, Yellow-throated Vireo, and Scarlet
Tanager (Tables 3 and 4).
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Table 3. Breeding season birdlist for DPRWDP Experimental Wetlands, 1990

                                                                                                 Habitat Site
Species                                           EW1            EW2           EW3           EW4         EW5          EW6

Least Bittern* 1(1)
Canada Goose 4(1) 11(1) 4(1)
Mallard 6(2) 4(1)
Blue-winged Teal 5(1)
Sora 1(1) 1(1) 1(1)
American Coot 3(1)
Killdeer 4(2) 3(1) 1(1)
Spotted Sandpiper 5(2) 6(1) 9(2) 12(1) 4(1)
Mourning Dove 2(1)
Eastern Kingbird 1(1) 3(1) 3(1)
Marsh Wren 7(5) 4(3) 1(1) 1(1)
Warbling Vireo 1(1)
Yellow Warbler 1(1) 1(1) 1(1) 2(2)
Common Yellowthroat 1(1) 1(2) 3(4) 2(2) 1(1) 1(2)
Savannah Sparrow 2(2) 3(3)
Song Sparrow 5(3) 6(4) 3(3) 2(2) 4(3) 3(3)
Red-winged Blackbird 6(2) 12(8) 12(14) 6(9) 9(10) 15(16)
Yellow-headed Blackbird* 7(2) 5(2)
American Goldfinch 3(2) 1(1)

“First” number indicates maximum number observed on any one census visit; number in parentheses indicates
estimated population in pairs based on the maximum number of territorial males seen on any one visit.
EW=Expermimental Wetland (see Figure 3)
*State-designated endangered species

Northern Shovelers was forecasted to be down by 15%,
yet Northern Shoveler use of DPRWDP increased from 0
in 1985 to 35 in 1990 (Table 1). These comparisons
indicate a strong increase in waterfowl usage of the site in
spite of any changes in national populations.

In general, DPRWDP was most heavily used by
shallow feeders (Anatine or puddle ducks; e.g. Green and
Blue-winged Teal, American Black Duck, Mallard,
Northern Shoveler, etc.) and much less, or not at all, by
deep feeders (Aythyini or diving ducks; e.g., Canvasback,
Redhead, Ring-necked Duck, Greater Scaup, etc.) This is
logical and was expected since the marshes are primarily
composed of shallow wetlands (average depth less than
0.76 m) which are typically not very attractive to “divers.”

The various wetland sites within the restoration area
were not equally attractive to waterfowl. EWs 1, 5, 6, and
7 were heavily used by migrating geese and ducks while
EWs 3 and 4 were used less intensely by these species
(Figure 3). This distribution pattern is most likely a
reflection of variation in food abundance since waterfowl
presence or absence is strongly influenced by availability

DISCUSSION

Migratory Waterfowl
Construction and restoration of wetlands at DPRWDP
dramatically increased both the abundance and diversity
of waterfowl using the site during spring migration. This
increase in site usage after restoration was all the more
dramatic considering that, in general, there has been a
national decrease in the populations of most waterfowl
(Canadian Wildlife Service and U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service 1989). The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, in
conjunction with the Canadian Wildlife Service, tracks
the populations of several species of ducks that were
found within the research area. The population trends
reported by these agencies (1989) was compared to the
increased usage rates of these species exhibited at
DPRWDP. The national trend for Mallard populations
was a modest 2% increase, while at the same time Mallard
use increased 2,450% at DPRWDP. Similarly, the Blue-
winged Teal national population fell 15%, while site
usage increased by 25%. The national population for
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“First” number indicates maximum number observed on any one census visit; number in parentheses indicates
estimated population in pairs based on the maximum number of territorial males seen on any one visit.
*In Figure 3 the slough is shown as census point 7; the gravel pit is 8; the wet grassland is located around the star
above 8; the river census points are 9, 10, and 11; and the savanna is labeled.

Table 4. Breeding season birdlist for DPRWDP habitats other than EWs, 1990

Habitat Site*
Species                                          Slough     Gravel Pit   Wet Grassland    River        Savanna

Green-backed Heron 1(1)
Canada Goose 15(1)
Mallard 8(1)
Killdeer 2(1)
Spotted Sandpiper 10(2) 1(1) 6(2) 1(1)
Downy Woodpecker 1(1)
Hairy Woodpecker 1(1)
Northern Flicker 4(3) 2(1)
Eastern Wood Pewee 2(1) 2(1)
Willow Flycatcher 1(1) 1(1) 1(1)
Great-crested Flycatcher 1(1)
Blue Jay 4(3) 1(1)
American Crow 6(3) 4(1)
Black-capped Chickadee 3(3) 2(2)
House Wren 1(1) 3(2)
Marsh Wren 1(1)
Wood Thrush 3(2) 1(1)
American Robin 9(5) 5(4)
Gray Catbird 8(5) 1(1)
Cedar Waxwing 3(1)
European Starling 1(1)
Yellow-throated Vireo 1(1)
Warbling Vireo 1(1)
Red-eyed Vireo 2(2) 2(2)
Yellow Warbler 1(2) 3(1) 4(3) 3(2)
Common Yellowthroat 2(3) 3(1) 9(5) 5(4)
Scarlet Tanager 1(1)
Northern Cardinal 7(4) 1(1)
Rose-breasted Grosbeak 1(1)
Indigo Bunting 1(1) 2(2)
Rufous-sided Towhee 1(1)
Song Sparrow 5(5) 5(3) 7(5) 16(12) 10(6)
Swamp Sparrow 4(2)
Red-winged Blackbird 10(13) 3(3) 11(7) 15(7) 11(4)
Common Grackle 21(6) 4(3)
Brown-headed Cowbird 5(2) 10(7) 4(3)
Northern Oriole 1(1) 1(1)
American Goldfinch 2(2) 2(2) 4(3) 18(7) 4(3)
House Sparrow 3(1)
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of food resources (Kantrud 1986; Weller and Spatcher
1965).

In 1985 the lack of vegetative structure attractive to
waterfowl and other wetland-dependent birds (e.g., an
interspersion of vegetation and open water, Weller and
Spatcher 1965; Swanson and Duebbert 1989) was consid-
ered a major factor in the unattractiveness of the site to
wetland-dependent birds (Robinson et al. 1985). This
assumption seems to have been correct since unaltered
areas of DPRWDP, such as the water-filled gravel quarry-
ing pit (Figure 3), are still exhibiting little in the way of
stopover or breeding sites for avian species. Not a single
individual of any species of waterfowl was observed using
this quarry pit in 1985, and only seven Mallards were
observed visiting it during 1990. However, the con-
structed marshes and modified riparian zones have shown
a dramatic increase in usage during this same time period.

Breeding Season Birds
Restoration and construction of wetlands at DPRWDP has
greatly improved the site’s capacity to support breeding
birds in need of wetland habitat. Censusing of birds
breeding on site before restoration indicated that the area
was largely inhabited by edge species and supported no
species classified as endangered, threatened, or rare
within the state of Illinois. After wetland construction and
restoration activities, the site supported more waterfowl
and shorebirds, fewer edge species and four state-desig-
nated endangered species, two of which—Least Bittern
and Yellow-headed Blackbird—nested on site (Table 2).

A comparison of the marshes of the project site
indicates that EWs 3, 4, and 6 were the most supportive for
breeding birds. These marshes contained more pairs of
nesting birds than any of the other wetlands on the prop-
erty. It is likely that the large size of these marshes, their
large open water sections, and their extensive cattail
borders enabled them to support uncommon wetland-
dependent species. EWs 3 and 4 were the only marshes to
contain nesting state-designated endangered species; both
supported Yellow-headed Blackbirds, and EW 4 also
supported a pair of Least Bitterns.

EW 5 supported some uncommon wetland birds,
though not as extensively as EWs 3, 4, and 6. EW 5 was
the nesting site for a pair of Blue-winged Teal, which are
uncommon in northeastern Illinois. Considering the North
American trend of this species (Canadian Wildlife Service
and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 1989), observing a
Blue-winged Teal female with four young in EW 5 on July
15 was a noteworthy sighting.

Because EWs 1 and 2 were not constructed at the time
of the 1990 census nor were they connected to the under-

Figure 6. Breeding Season Birds: 1985 vs. 1990.

ground irrigation system, these areas were too dry during
most of the breeding season to support many wetland-
dependent species. However, both areas have proven to be
significant stopover sites for waterfowl and shorebirds
during migration (Hickman 1989, 1990).

Habitats other than the EWs within the project site
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porting endangered, threatened, or rare wetland-depend-
ent species (Table 3 vs. Table 4). However, the slough and,
to a somewhat lesser extent, the river corridor did support
a moderate variety of nesting and/or foraging wetland
species. The water-filled gravel quarrying pit and wet
grassland were both sparsely populated by breeding birds.
The gravel pit is too steep-sided and lacking in emergent
vegetation to support most wetland-dependent species,
while the wet grassland is too small to support unusual
grassland birds. The savanna supported a moderate vari-
ety of breeding birds for its rather small size. The most
significant of its nesting birds were Yellow-throated
Vireo and Scarlet Tanager. Both are uncommon breeding
birds in northeastern Illinois, and both are suffering sig-
nificant negative population pressure from habitat frag-
mentation on their breeding grounds and tropical defores-
tation on their wintering grounds (Robbins 1979; Wilcove
et al. 1986; Wilcove 1990).

The significance of the support afforded wetland-
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dependent breeding species by DPRWDP becomes even
more clear when one considers the stunning rapidity with
which northeastern Illinois is being developed and the
nationwide need for wetland protection. Even though only
less than 4% of Illinois’ presettlement wetlands remain,
these wetlands continue to be destroyed. It is likely that
wetland construction will be a critical step in assuring the
survival of endangered and threatened birds that depend
on marshes for breeding.

FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS

The increased site usage by various bird species has been
the direct result of aggressive habitat modification and
restoration efforts. The observed increases in both migra-
tory and breeding species can easily be explained by the
provision of attractive habitat relative to the prerestoration
conditions of 1985. Yellow-headed Blackbirds and Least
Bitterns—both state-designated endangered species—are
obligate open water marsh nesters. Both birds success-
fully nested in the first full breeding season that suitable
habitat was available. (The permanent water elevations in
the EWs were not established until July 1989.)  This is an
encouraging development given that the birds had no
“memory” of the site previous to 1990.

As the marshes mature and the vegetative develop-
ment in the restoration areas progresses, management
efforts to maintain the open water component of the larger

marshes should be emphasized. The current value of these
marshes to uncommon wetland species will be virtually
lost if these marshes become dominated by cattails (Typha
spp.) and other forms of emergent vegetation (Weller and
Spatcher 1965). A large proportion of the endangered,
threatened, and rare wetland-dependent species in Illinois
are in peril because of the loss of the open water sections
of the remaining marshes. Altered hydrology and im-
proper agricultural land use practices cause sedimentation
problems and invasion by aggressive plant species. This
combination of events results in the loss of an intersper-
sion of open water and emergent vegetation. These
marshes thereby become virtually useless to the majority
of Illinois’ endangered and threatened wetland birds.
Therefore, much of the current value of DPRWDP’s
marshes is due to their open water character. Should it
become necessary, efforts to maintain the open water
sections of these marshes would be worthwhile.
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