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Big Wheels Keep on Rolling
by Cecily Smith,  
Water Resources Specialist

Whatôs 40 feet long, almost 
9 feet wide and lurks next to 
Illinois rivers? Itôs the Traveling 
Science Center (TSC), a river-
education project sponsored by 
Prairie Rivers Network and the 
Illinois Natural History Survey. 
Housed in a trailer, the TSC is a 
mobile encyclopedia on Illinois rivers, complete with vivid, 
interactive and fun exhibits. Since April, more than 1,500 
school-aged kids and adult visitors have toured the TSC, 
learning about Illinoisô best natural feature: our rivers! 

In May, the TSC made its public debut as part of the Kickapoo 
River Discovery Day at Kickapoo State Park. Activities 
included a get-your-feet-wet aquatic insect workshop, and 
viewing tanks full of ýsh, turtles and mussels from the 
Middle Fork of the Vermilion River. Designated a National 
Scenic River in 1989, the Middle Fork is the premier jewel 
among Illinoisô rivers; its healthy river habitat supports more 
than 57 types of ýsh and 190 different birds. 

Unfortunately, the Middle Fork is not typical of many 
of Illinoisô rivers and streams. The TSC tells the story of 
Illinoisôs degraded rivers and water quality problems; its 

exhibits explain the complexity 
and dynamics of healthy river 
ecosystems, trace historical 
changes to Illinoisô rivers 
from agriculture, industry and 
development, and also provide 
individuals with actions they can 
take to clean up and protect their 
local streams. 

Although schools are the primary 
stopping point for TSC visits, PRN and the Natural History 
Survey will continue to take the TSC on the road for weekend 
River Discovery Programs. We will be celebrating this yearôs 
ñItôs Our River Dayò with a Sangamon River Discovery 
Program on Saturday, September 18th. The Sangamon 
River is perhaps best known for its historical connection to 
Abraham Lincoln; as a young man, he and a friend hired 
themselves to ferry cargo from close to Springýeld all the 
way to New Orleans. However, the Sangamon is also home 
to a variety of þora and fauna, which can be enjoyed in 
natural areas such as Allerton Park in Monticello and Rock 
Springs Conservation Area near Decatur.

Details on the Sangamon River Discovery Day will be posted 
soon on our website. If you are interested in scheduling the 
TSC for a school, camp, or event visit, please contact Jen 
Mui at jmui@inhs.illinois.edu.
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... strives to protect the rivers 
and streams of Illinois and 

to promote the lasting health 
and beauty of watershed 

communities. 

By providing information, 
sound science, and hands-
on assistance, PRN helps 

individuals and community 
groups become effective river 

conservation leaders.
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A Message from our Executive Director
Dear River Friends,

Greetings! With summer coming to a close, I 
hope that you are able to look back on some 
enjoyable adventures. At Prairie Rivers 
Network, we kicked off the summer with a 
lovely adventure ï our member hike at Bell 
Smith Springs, in the Shawnee National 
Forest. Clear, spring-fed streams ran through 
a unique canyon landscape, surrounded by 
lush forest. Natural pools were plentiful, and 
we made frequent use of them during our 
hike. Our guide, Sam Stearns of the Friends 
of Bell Smith Springs, showed us beautiful 
areas that would have been destroyed 
by logging if not for the actions of local 
activists. It was a pleasure to take time to 
appreciate the beauty of natural places that 
have been saved; it helps rejuvenate us for 
our continuing work to protect clean water 
and healthy rivers in Illinois.

In this issue of Prairie River Notes, we 
share some of our current efforts to protect 
our rivers. Traci Barkley writes about how 
we are ýghting pollution from coal-ýred 
power plant waste. Coal is expanding in 
Illinois, and Prairie Rivers Network is at 
the front of the ýght to make sure that this 
historically under-regulated industry is held 
accountable to high standards for preventing 
pollution and habitat destruction (see page 
4). Board member Eric Freyfogle and Legal 
Intern Jill Rountree discuss the publicôs right 
to swim, paddle, and ýsh in Illinois rivers. 
Many readers may be surprised to learn that 
state law restricts public access on many of 
our rivers and streams (see page 6). Alison 
Meanor highlights resources available on 
our website, part of our continuing program 
to help clean water advocates across Illinois 
be more effective in protecting local waters 
(see page 7).

We are also pleased to report on some recent 
achievements:

Å	 Working with many other Illinois and 
national groups, we fought off an unwise 
taxpayer subsidy for the Mississippi barge 
industry, keeping it out of this yearôs 

plan for federal 
e x p e n d i t u r e s 
along the river 
(the 2010 Water 
R e s o u r c e s 
Deve lopmen t 
Act, now in the 
US Senate). The lock and dam system 
along the Upper Mississippi supports 
dwindling levels of barge trafýc at untold 
cost to the great riverôs ecosystem; further 
subsidies that mask true costs and beneýts 
of that system are not in the public 
interest.

Å	 With the Illinois Natural History Survey, 
we launched our rivers-themed Traveling 
Science Center. This vehicle has visited 
schools in Central Illinois, inspiring 
young people to learn about and care 
about our rivers. This fall, we will launch 
a companion program, River Discovery 
courses. These ýeld courses will get 
adults out onto local waters to inspire 
an appreciation of rivers and learn about 
local issues affecting river health (see 
Cecily Smithôs article on page 1).

Å	 We helped Champaign residents deal with 
þooding problems by providing tools and 
education on what people can do at the 
household level to help rain water soak 
into the ground so less runs off into city 
streets. We distributed 50 rain barrels 
in two þood-prone neighborhoods, and 
helped residents build a demonstration 
rain garden. Rain barrels and rain gardens 
help reduce water pollution and help 
local streams by reducing unnatural þood 
surges that scour banks and wash away 
stream life (see Stacy Jamesô article on 
page 3).

As always, thank you for your support; we 
couldnôt do our work without you. We hope 
to see you at our Annual Dinner October 29th.

Sincerely,

Glynnis
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PRN Studying Public Waterway Rights
by Eric Freyfogle, PRN Board of Directors, and Jillian 
Rountree, PRN Legal Intern

One reason why Prairie Rivers Network works to keep rivers 
and lakes healthy is so  boaters and anglers can enjoy them. 
What waterways, though, are open for public use, and what 
rights do the public have?

Prairie Rivers Network is studying this important legal 
issue to help bring greater certainty to public rights. The 
study will produce a full legal analysis of public rights in 
Illinois waterways as a tool to help all parties concernedð
landowners, waterway users, and law enforcersðunderstand 
their rights and responsibilities.

Public rights in waterways have been enshrined in Anglo-
American law for centuries. In England, the public had vast 
rights to use all navigable waterways and ýercely protected 
their rights against invasion by landowners and the Crown. 
Nearly all disputes involved ýshing, including shellýsh 
harvesting. Rarely did people argue over the use of rivers for 
travel or transport. Indeed, even nonnavigable waterways 
were commonly open for public use as ñpublic highways.ò

This legal scheme was adopted in the United States in 
modiýed form.  The chief modiýcation was that navigability 
was legally expanded to include all waterways navigable in 
fact, whether or not subject to tides. As in England, disputes 
over navigability centered on rights to ýsh and occasionally 
hunt; few disputes actually involved travel, recreation, 
or transport, which took place freely whenever physically 
possible.

Todayôs uncertainty about public rights arises mostly because 
waterways are governed by law coming from both states and 

the federal government. Too often, even trained lawyers 
ignore this fact; they look only to state law, not realizing that 
public rights also arise under and are protected by federal 
law. A state cannot restrict public rights that arise under 
federal law. It can only go further and expand public rights 
beyond what federal law provides.

Rulings by the Illinois Supreme Court, mostly from around 
a century ago, imply that Illinois law does not extend public 
rights beyond those arising under federal law. For Illinois 
residents, then, federal laws are the important ones. A much-
overlooked provision of federal law is the still-binding 
Northwest Ordinance, under which all ñnavigable watersò in 
Illinois, ñand the carrying places between the same, shall be 
common highways and forever free.ò The federal navigation 
servitude directly protects public rights as does the public 
trust doctrine, which applies to all lands beneath navigable 
waters, even when privately owned.

These and other federal provisions contain general deýnitions 
of navigability. Taken together, they guarantee public rights 
to travel and ýsh in all waterways navigable in fact, which 
seem to include all waters capable of þoating a canoe. The 
need for modest portages does not undercut navigability, nor 
do log-jams or human created obstructions (e.g., dams).

The PRN study will cover, not just these basic issues, but 
further details about public rights, including incidental 
rights to use shorelines and gain access to waterways from 
public roads. The study will also consider when a waterway 
obstruction qualiýes as a public nuisanceïcreating potential 
liability (perhaps even criminal liability) if the obstruction 
is deliberately insertedïand the resulting rights of boaters to 
use self-help to remove obstructions. We hope this study will 
allow more Illinoisans to enjoy their waterways.
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PRNôs summer interns and volunteers ROCK! Thank you 
for donating your time to help our community.

Eli Chen (Hoffman Estates, IL) is helping 
PRN monitor key water issues, among 
various other tasks. Eli also serves as 
PRNôs link to Students for Environmental 
Concerns (SECs) and is working to bring 
coal activist and Hufýngton Post blogger 
Jeff Biggers to speak at the University. 
She is currently a double major in Earth 
Systems, Environment and Society; and 
Creative Writing. Eli aspires to become an investigative 
environmental journalist in developing countries.

Jillian Rountree is researching and writing 
about recreational water access laws for 
PRN and Professor Eric T. Freyfogle, 
PRN Board of Directors Secretary. She 
graduated from the University of Illinois in 
2008 and will be a second-year law student 
at Indiana University in Bloomington, 
Indiana this year. She spent the ýrst part 
of her summer interning at a law ýrm 
in Delhi, India. Jillian hopes to continue her research into 
other water access and pollution issues as she continues her 
summer at PRN.

Brian Perbix is serving as PRN and Sierra 
Clubôs coal mining outreach staff and is 
assisting citizens and citizen groups in 
three coal-impacted areas of the state to 
form Illinois Coal County Teams (CCT). 
Brian is also building the organizational 
capacity of the CCTs, conducting water 
quality monitoring, increasing community 
awareness through education and outreach, 
and securing future funding to further support the Illinois 
Coal Country Teams. 

Madeleine Mahan is volunteering as an 
 AmeriCorpsVISTA intern at PRN working 
on developing a manual for managing 
partnerships in coal-impacted watersheds. 
She is also helping design a new volunteer 
stream monitoring program incorporating 
testing for coal-related pollution. 
Madeleine majored in geography at the 
University of Illinois and is heading to Illinois State in the 
fall to pursue a masters in hydrogeology.

Looking for More Volunteers
PRN is looking for more volunteers. Please contact Steph 
(sadams@prairierivers.org) if you are interested in donating 
your time or  skills.

Thank You Interns and Volunteers!

Ready to Unveil!   Webpages for Watershed Groups
by Alison Meanor, Water Resources Advocate

If you have a stake in watershed protection and improving 
the water quality in Illinois, you need to visit PRNôs  
“For Watershed Groups” webpages. Everyone - from 
experienced watershed planners and land managers to 
organizers of grassroots watershed groups - will ýnd 
beneýcial information on our website.

Å	 Learn about who PRN partners with as we work toward 
watershed protection.

Å	 Take our Watershed Survey and tell us the educational 
needs of your watershed group, planning agency, or 
consulting ýrm. 

Å	 Download toolkits and publications, including PRNôs 
Toolkit for Watershed Groups titled ñTools for Protecting 
Your Riverò to help run/organize your local river group.

Å	 Gain valuable knowledge, skills, and techniques presented 
in PRNôs 2009-2010 watershed workshop series.

The ñFor Watershed Groupsò webpages will be continually 
updated as we hold additional workshops and ýnd relevant 
resources for watershed groups, planners, and managers.  

Please send your ideas and comments to Alison at ameanor@
prairierievers.org.  Your input is welcomed as we make this a 
site youôll return to again and again!

Materials From Past Workshops That Are  
Available Online Include 

o	 grants and funding sources available for watershed 
protection efforts

o	 tips on writing 319 grant proposals 
o	 on-line watershed planning tools and training
o	 building partnerships, organizing volunteers, and 

broadcasting your message
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Upcoming Events

Prairie Rivers Network is a member of EarthShare of Illinois. If you participate in a workplace giving campaign, look for ESI 
and you can designate PRN to receive your contributions.

1902 Fox Drive, Suite G
Champaign, IL 61820

217/344-2371
www.PrairieRivers.org

Vermilion River Conservation Opportunity Area Meeting 
August 25, 2010 

Vermilion County Extension Ofýce 
12190 US Route 150, Oakwood, IL 

lkammin@prairierivers.org

River Steward Nominations Deadline: Sept. 17, 2010

How to Prepare a Third Party TMDL for the EPA 
Workshop for Watershed Groups 

October 5, 2010 
Hilton Garden Inn, Champaign 

ameanor@prairierivers.org

Rain Garden Talk 
October 19, 2010 

Good Shepherd Lutheran Church, Champaign 
sjames@prairierivers.org

Jeff Biggers in Champaign! 
Author of: Reckoning at Eagle Creek:  

The Secret Legacy of Coal in the Heartland 
October 25, 2010 

University Bookstore, UIUC

Prairie Rivers Network Annual Dinner 
October 29, 2010; 6pm reception, 7pm dinner 
I Hotel and Conference Center, Champaign 
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