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Image: Canoeing Bubbly Creek in Chicago, May 2009 (L. Bryson)



How do we conserve and protect urban streams like the 
Chicago River? 

How does science inform this work?

How do we create a sense of place with respect to water?

Conserving our Rivers



Friends of the Chicago River

Friends of the Chicago River is a great local conservation organization that began in the late 
1970s when people who cared for the Chicago River bemoaned its polluted state and alleged 
“friendless” status. Turned out there were plenty of folks who cared about the river and have 
advocated for its restoration (and recreational use) for decades. Explore the pages on their 
website to learn more about the river and FCR, who have become great educational partners 
with Roosevelt the last several years. (photos: M. Bryson)

http://www.chicagoriver.org/


Friends of the Chicago River

Many environmental challenges facing the Chicago River ecosystem. These result from the 
massive structural changes as well as the overwhelming water and air pollution endured by the 
river over the past 150 years. In addition to encouraging public interaction with the river 
through canoe trips and conservation service activities, FCR works with K-12 schools and 
universities to monitor water quality using chemical tests and biological survey techniques, as 
noted in the photo at right. (photos: M. Bryson)



Did you grow up near a river or stream? If so, what was it like? What kind of 
relationship did you have with that body of moving water? Here’s a picture of the 

river I grew up near: the Des Plaines River in downtown Joliet, IL (2011)

This is my River



Urban rivers have many faces. This is a major tributary of the Des Plaines river: 
Hickory Creek, seen here in Pilcher Park on the East Side of Joliet, IL 

(M. Bryson, 2011).

So is this



Further downstream from Pilcher Park, only a couple of miles west, Hickory Creek looks 
completely different. The channel is defined by concrete walls to prevent flooding, 

but that and fencing also prevent human access to the river (M. Bryson, 2011).

And this



Hickory Creek Watershed

This is a map of Hickory Creek’s watershed, which shows 
the many communities connected by this waterway.



The next few slides illustrate the many faces of Chicago’s namesake river. This is 
the Main Branch in the Loop, looking west from Michigan Ave., 

as shown in Sept. 2013 (B. Quesnell)

The Many Faces of Chicago’s River



Approaching the confluence of the North and South Branches of the 
Chicago River, Oct. 2011 (M. Bryson)

The Many Faces of Chicago’s River



North Branch of the Chicago River, as it flows through the Irene Hernanzdez
Forest Preserve on Chicago’s NW Side (Spring 2010)

Bridged



A chicken standing upon Bubbly Creek, c.1911 (Chicago Historical Society)

Befouled



Industrialized

The Morton Salt Plant, North Branch of the Chicago River (Oct. 2011)



Reversed and Invaded

Source: Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel (2010)



Yet Still a Living Ecosystem

The North Branch, seen from Ronan Park, North Side of Chicago (Oct. 2012)



Canoeing the North Branch

Paddling the West Fork of the Upper North Branch: here we portage around a fallen tree, within the 
greenway of the Cook County Forest Preserve (October 2012). The river is an ecological asset: the 
Upper North Branch flows through many forest preserve areas in the northern suburbs and the North 
Side of Chicago, providing a wilderness aesthetic and back-country experience close-at-hand for urban 
denizens. And yet, the beauty of the river here belies a still significant level of pollution from non-point 
runoff, stream bank erosion, etc.



Canoeing on Bubbly Creek, a historically significant but mostly overlooked and neglected tributary of 
the river’s South Branch, inspires all sorts of questions: What’s the value of exploring an urban river? 
What can we learn from a profoundly damaged aquatic ecosystem? How does the present landscape 
compare to what was here before settlement and industrialization? How can these explorations change 
our perspective on water, the city, and urban nature? (May 2009) 

Canoeing the South Branch



Understanding the river as a modified natural ecosystem (natural sciences)
Developing water quality policies (social and natural sciences)
Representing the river as a cultural resource (arts and humanities)
Restoring the river: water quality, biodiversity, riparian zone vegetation, 

citizen access and recreation (all disciplines)

All of these can help cultivate a sense of place

Conserving the River



Water Quality: the Tools of Science

Temperature
pH
Turbidity
Dissolved oxygen (DO)
Nutrients (nitrate / phosphate
Bacterial indicators (coliform)
Metals and organic contaminants 

(lead, copper, benzene, PCBs, 
hexavalent chromium)

Emerging contaminants 
(pharmaceuticals, synthetic 
hormones, flame retardants)

Combined Sewage Outfall 
Confluence of the 

North and South Branches 
(October 2011)

Right in the heart of Chicago’s Loop: a combined sewage outfall, 
where stormwater contaminated with untreated sewage still flows into 
the river many times per year during precipitation events. Science 
gives us the tools to understand the biochemistry of the river and the 
impact of pollution on the food chain as well as on human health. We 
can use chemical tests to assess the presence of contaminants.



Water Quality: Biological Indicators

Phytoplankton
Zooplankton
Benthic, Emergent, 

& Floating Vegetation
Microbes
Macroinvertebrates
Fish
Birds
Mammals

Another way to assess the water quality of our surface waters is to survey its biodiversity. In general, 
the more diverse biota (plants, animals, microorganisms, fungi, etc.) a river supports, the healthier it is. 
The presence of native species – those which evolved in this ecosystem and are well-adapted to it – is a 
further sign of health, just as high numbers of non-native species can be an indicator of degradation. 
Here RU students scrape mud from the bottom of the Chicago River to sample its macroinvertebrates. 

(M. Bryson, Spring 2010)



Water Quality: Biological Indicators



All rivers, whether polluted urban waterways or pristine wilderness streams, are complex 
and diverse ecosystems. Think about rivers you've come to know in your lifetime, and what 

role they play in the landscape as well as in people's lives.

South Branch of the Chicago River
Photo by Ryan Hodgson-Rigsbee ("The River" 2010)



Sherman Park and its lagoon, Chicago IL (source: Google Earth)



Another view of Sherman Park and its lagoon, Chicago IL (source: YoChicago)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e0Tg3geZeeg

