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Independence Grove. Photo courtesy of Lake County Forest Preserve District. 
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A thing is right when it tends to preserve  
the integrity, stability, and beauty of the  
biotic community.

It is wrong when it tends otherwise.
- Aldo Leopold

In a world of expansion and growth, native landscapes and wildlife once so plentiful are rare and losing 
ground. In a world of fragmented habitats and landscapes, people are often separated from nature. In a 

There are few places with the collective resolve, the depth of commitment, and the shared vision to 
help shape the future; where neighbors work together to solve problems, share resources, and agree on 
common ground, the same ground on which all of us depend, and which all of us share. 

The nearly 3,400 acres of protected land in the Liberty Prairie Reserve are part of a mosaic of residential 
neighborhoods, working land, and natural landscapes that represent over one hundred million dollars of 
public and private investment and tens of thousands of hours of effort applied over several decades. The 
Reserve, as a result, continues to inspire the heart, mind, and soul.

Blazing stars, native prairie plants found in the Reserve.  
Image courtesy of Conserve Lake County.
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Executive Summary
The Liberty Prairie Reserve consists of approximately 5,000 acres in the heart of Lake 
County, Illinois, where since 1991 over half the land has been protected by the active 
leadership and cooperation of public and private landowners, through more than 100 
legal transactions. Its purpose is to preserve and restore the health of its natural areas 
and farmland and to encourage their appropriate use and appreciation by the public.

This Executive Summary highlights most of the key conclusions and recommendations 

stakeholders to assess and update the Reserve’s original Master Plan of 1991. All 27 
conclusions and recommendations developed by the planning team can be found with 
background information in the complete Master Plan. 

The goal of this Master Plan is to create a model Reserve of exceptional land, water,  
and biodiversity health where public and private landowners manage their land in 
ways that sustain people, plants, and wildlife. We envision people restoring, enhancing, 
and enjoying the Reserve’s rich array of natural areas. Additionally, the Reserve’s 
agricultural values and heritage will be celebrated and continued in ways that support 
clean water, healthy soils, and diverse agricultural products and foods. 
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Origins & Accomplishments
Named after a rare native prairie and fen discovered in 1990, the Liberty Prairie Reserve 
was established in 1991 through a comprehensive plan adopted by the Lake County Forest 

Initially called the Oak Prairie Reserve, its purpose was to “provide a distinctive open 
space sanctuary under public and private ownership which will preserve and restore the 

and farmsteads.” 

More than $100 million in public and private money has been invested in land acquisition, 
conservation easements, trails, and habitat restoration within the Reserve. Twenty years 
later, many of the 1991 plan recommendations have been accomplished:

• Over 3,300 acres of natural areas and farmland on public and private lands have been 
legally protected from development through more than 100 separate land transactions 
and agreements. 

• Over 12 miles of new public trails wind through some of the most scenic rural 
landscapes in Lake County. 

• Water quality has improved and hundreds of acres of natural areas are  
actively managed. 

• Three Illinois State Nature Preserves have been established on both public and private 
lands, demonstrating and safeguarding the unique natural heritage of the Reserve. 

•  
sustainable, local organic production. Conventional grain farming has continued  
on nearly 700 acres. 

• The Reserve was named one of four “Last Chance Landscapes in the U.S.” by Scenic 
America in 2000. 

Located in the heart of Lake County between Libertyville, Grayslake, Gurnee, and 

governmental organizations gathered in 2012 and 2013 to document progress from the 
1991 plan and create recommendations for the next twenty years. 

The planning team that helped create this plan includes: Conserve Lake County, Chicago 
Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP), Lake County Forest Preserve District, Lake 
County Departments of Planning, Transportation, and Stormwater Management, Liberty 
Prairie Foundation, Libertyville Township, Illinois Department of Natural Resources, 
Illinois Nature Preserves Commission, and Openlands. Several private landowners have 
been consulted and represented throughout this process. 



9

Major land holdings and uses in the Liberty Prairie Reserve

Source: Conserve Lake County, 2012.

Waukegan
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Expand Core Habitats
• Farmland adjacent to core habitats, and those considered highly erodible or hydric, 

should be considered for restoration to native plant and animal communities, 
increasing the habitat value to the most marginalized species in our region. 

• 

• Opportunities to connect privately conserved habitat areas and publicly owned natural 
habitat should be explored and implemented wherever possible, depending on private 
landowner interest. 

Most of the existing woodlands, prairies, and wetlands in the Reserve are fragmented  
and individually too small to support many of the species listed by the Illinois  
Department of Natural Resources as threatened, endangered, or in greatest need of 
conservation. However, the combined scale of the Reserve’s protected lands provides 
refuges rarely found elsewhere in the region, for rare species dependent upon large blocks 
of contiguous habitat. 

Support Ecological Management and Restoration 
• Unify efforts across the entire landscape to control invasive species and conduct 

prescribed burns, using cooperative interagency agreements wherever possible. 

• Halt the soil erosion that continues to impair the Reserve’s surface waters, drawing 

• Encourage participation in the Conservation@Home program for sustainable 
landscaping on private properties within the Reserve. 

For the past 25 years, millions of dollars have been invested in the restoration of natural 
resources and native habitats in the Reserve. The threats to these natural systems and the 

healthier ecosystems) compel us to continue this work throughout the vast natural areas 
found in the Reserve. Grant dollars should continue to be sought and leveraged to help 

restoration in the 2012 IL Route 53/120 Blue Ribbon Advisory Council (BRAC) report, as 

Sandhill Crane family in tall grasses. Photo courtesy of Sandi Whitmore. Great Blue Lobelia and Black-Eyed Susans in the Reserve. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Principal Conclusions and Recommendations
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Preserve More Open Space 
• If the occasion arises to convey or transfer currently protected lands to a separate 

agency, this plan recommends the Lake County Forest Preserve District as the primary 
receiver of management and ownership responsibility unless a different and more 

• Key parcels of open land along Almond Road, Casey Road, and IL Route 21 should be 
considered high priority for protection. This may be done through private conservation 
easement, public acquisition, or nature preserves dedication.

• There are opportunities to expand the Reserve boundaries, protected lands, greenways 

participating in the Reserve. 

acquisitions, conservation easements, and other conservation agreements. This is an 
extraordinary achievement and speaks to the deep commitment of private citizens 

preserve or parcel. Continuing a coordinated private and public approach can ensure 
future successes as well. 

Transition Agriculture to “Biologically-based”  
Practices and Other Sustainable Operations
• 

encouraged. These practices decrease harmful soil erosion, increase soil fertility, and 
reduce or eliminate the need for chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides

• 
impacts to land and water health. 

• Ecologically sustainable production models including mixed vegetable production, 

desired by landowners. 

Biological farming reduces chemical fertilizers and pesticides by using practices such 

production, including large grain operations. Growing interests in sustainable and local 
food production and the leadership of the Prairie Crossing Farm Business Development 
Center have prompted some of the Chicago region’s best and most successful examples of 
sustainable farming practices within the Reserve. New sustainable local food production 
operations are being launched in 2013 at Casey Farm and the Prairie Crossing Organic 
Farm. Additional opportunities should be explored. 

Small-scale, sustainable farm operation. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Improve Public Access —  
Moving People and Vehicles to, through, and around the Reserve
• Recommendations from the June 2012 IL Route 53/120 BRAC report should be 

resources and enhance public access of the Reserve and IL Route 120. Should Route 53 
be built, Almond Road should be closed (except for emergency vehicles), per the BRAC 
recommendations. 

• 
Independence Grove should be completed in 2014. It will provide access to the Reserve 
for people living in Grayslake, Round Lake, Mundelein, Green Oaks, and Waukegan.

• New trail connections that provide access to the Reserve and the Casey Trail should 
be built to connect the people who live to the north and to the south including a 

recommendations. Almond Marsh Forest Preserve is currently isolated from other trail 
connections. A pedestrian/bike trail along the Almond Road corridor should be created 
to provide access to Almond Marsh parking lot and the Reserve’s main Casey Trail.  A 
looped grass path originating from Almond Marsh Forest Preserve’s parking should be 
considered.  

• The scenic views and rural character of Almond and Casey Roads should be protected. 
A heritage road designation, similar to that of McHenry County, should be considered 
for these roads. Should IL Route 53/120 be built, Almond Road should be closed (except 
for emergency vehicles) per the BRAC recommendations. 

accessible to the people who live nearby but are currently cut off from pedestrian or bike 

and south. Completing improvements to the major arterials surrounding the Reserve 
(U.S. Route 45, IL Route 21 in progress, and IL Route 137 proposed improvements) will 

Bike riders near Casey Farms in Liberty Prairie Reserve. Photo courtesy of Sandi Whitmore.

Establish a Liberty Prairie Reserve Stakeholder Partnership 
(Planning Council) 
• 

meet regularly to support integrated planning efforts and review progress toward the 

• Coordinating these meetings with the Bulls Brook, Bull Creek Watershed group should 

stakeholders and geography of place. 

The Reserve should be managed as an integrated whole so that the activities on any 
particular property do not adversely affect surrounding properties. Because many 
landowners, both public and private, have a vested interest in caring for the natural and 
agricultural resources of the Reserve, bringing their representatives together regularly 

the whole Reserve.
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Learning from the Experience  
of the Liberty Prairie Reserve
The Reserve may seem much as it did 50 years ago to drivers on Casey and Almond 
Roads, but much has happened since then to protect it and restore it to its natural state. 
Several key land owning families have acted to preserve the landscape by conservation 
easements and gifts. Just as important, members of the public, including key county and 

Reserve. For the Reserve to succeed in the future, this partnership must continue.

The origin of the Reserve was in many respects the result of the settlement of litigation 

development in the “Heartland triangle.” It could have led to the building of several 
thousand residences in central Lake County and inevitably to the dense development 

citizens to work together to protect the land in what is now the Reserve. 

During this same time, citizens of Libertyville Township supported a referendum to form 

the Reserve was created with extensive input and partial funding from local citizens and 
was adopted by the Forest Preserve District and Libertyville Township boards. The newly 
created open space district acquired over 750 acres of land in the Reserve. The Forest 
Preserve District responded as well, acquiring over 1,400 acres in the Reserve at Almond 
Marsh and Independence Grove. Private land owners put over 1,000 acres in conservation 

Reserve itself.

Reserve. With the apparent settlement of that dispute by the 2012 agreement of the IL 

than four lanes, there is the opportunity to take the Reserve to a new level.

In light of this complex history and continuing challenges, it is important that Lake 

private sector join together now in the creation of a “planning council” to assure progress 
in the Reserve in accordance with this Master Plan.

Small-scale, sustainable farm operation. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Oak Opening in Liberty Prairie Reserve. Photo courtesy of  Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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1. Introduction

1    White, John, William J. Johnson, and Thomas Hahn. “Oak Prairie Reserve Protection and Management Plan.” Prepared for the 
Lake County Forest Preserve District and Libertyville Township. Ecological Services: Urbana, Illinois, 1991.  Page 13.

This plan is an update to the original plan for the Reserve — the OPRP of 1991 — 
and addresses many of the same elements. The 1991 plan was adopted by the Lake 
County Forest Preserve District and Libertyville Township. The original stated 
purpose of the Oak Prairie Reserve (now known as the Liberty Prairie Reserve) was 
“to provide a distinctive open space sanctuary under public and private ownership 
which will preserve and restore the area’s natural and historic landscape of 

1”  

The Liberty Prairie Reserve will be a model of exceptional land, water, and biodiversity health where public 
and private landowners manage their land in ways that sustain people, plants, and wildlife. We envision 
people enjoying, enhancing, and restoring the Reserve’s rich array of natural areas. Additionally, the 
Reserve’s agricultural values and heritage will be celebrated and continued in ways that support clean water, 
healthy soils, and a diversity of agricultural products and foods.

Goal
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The OPRP contains a wealth of information that is still current and represents a number 
of benchmarks of existing conditions at the time it was adopted. In the ensuing 20 years, 
however, changes in and around the Reserve have occurred, including those to the 

of the Chicago region places escalating demands on the land and transportation networks 
in Lake County. Consequently, Conserve Lake County, CMAP, and a consortium of 
stakeholders interested in continuing to steward the natural, agricultural, and historic 
assets in and around the Reserve are reexamining the value, protection mechanisms, 

conditions. These stakeholders (the Planning Team) included:

• College of Lake County

• Conserve Lake County  

• Farm Business Development Center at Prairie Crossing

• Illinois Department of Natural Resources

• Illinois Nature Preserves Commission

• Lake County Board

• Lake County Department of Planning, Building, and Development

• Lake County Forest Preserve District

• Lake County Stormwater Management Commission

• Liberty Prairie Foundation

• Libertyville Township

• Openlands

• Local farmers Jeff Miller and Joe Lodesky

The time frame for this document is 15 – 20 years, through approximately 2030; however, 
it should be revisited and amended as needed to accommodate changing conditions 

management, and change are complementary to the goals of the Reserve. As such, this 
plan does not set targets, schedules, or other prescriptive measures for implementation 
of plan recommendations. Rather, it is a framework for landowners, managers, and 
stakeholders to support efforts and decisions that are consistent with the guidelines 

and recommendations herein. It explores recommendations that relate to: jurisdiction, 
ownership, and tenancy; natural land management and preservation; agricultural land 
management; and trails and roads. One of the intents of the plan is to improve and 
coordinate management of natural resources with land uses and management in the 

exclusive. A second intent is to move agricultural land within the Reserve towards 
management practices that improve land and water health, as well as towards a greater 
degree of local food production, consistent with the GO TO 2040 plan priorities. A third 
intent is to expand and restore core natural areas, very little of which remains. There are 
precious few locations in northeastern Illinois where such a landscape can be recreated, 

and sustain the region’s biodiversity.

The plan is targeted to land owners, land managers, local government staff and elected 

agencies. Adoption by landowners will indicate general agreement with the direction and 
recommendations of the plan and the desired outcome; however, the path to achieve the 
desired outcome will be determined by individual landowners.

This plan update was developed through a number of planning meetings with Reserve 
stakeholders (the Planning Team) in 2011, 2012, and 2013. Conversations and planning 

stakeholders. It should continue to evolve to address changing conditions and to protect 
and enhance the resources, values, and interests for which the Reserve was created. 

To review progress toward plan implementation and to adapt the plan to changing 
conditions, the creation of a planning council to carry on this work with active 
involvement of Reserve stakeholders should be developed. This group would meet 
regularly to share ideas and information, to discuss the management recommendations 
of this plan, and to work towards common goals for the Reserve while also achieving 
individual landowner goals. 
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Restoration planting at Aaron’s Prairie.
Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Figure 1: Liberty Prairie Reserve in Lake County
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2. Existing Conditions

Illinois. More than forty years of collaborative public and private 
efforts have resulted in an assemblage of natural areas, working 
farmland, trails, and a vibrant conservation community of people. The 
Reserve includes nearly 3,400 acres of preserved natural areas and 
farmland that create an oasis of life in the midst of a highly developed 
part of the Chicago region. 

Currently, approximately 2,500 people live and several hundred people work in the 
Reserve. The Reserve increases the quality of life for people who live in or near it by 
improving the health of the land, water, wildlife, and food production and providing 
a natural setting in which to live, work, and recreate. Its historic character is a unique 
combination of protected natural areas, residential communities, and active agricultural 
lands remains today, as does its mosaic of public and private land owners. See Figure 1: 
Liberty Prairie Reserve in Lake County. 

Over the past 20 years a variety of individuals and public and private groups has worked 
together to maintain and enhance the Reserve, including: 

• Conserve Lake County (formerly the Liberty Prairie Conservancy)

• The Conservation Fund

• Illinois Nature Preserves Commission

• Illinois Department of Natural Resources

• Lake County Forest Preserve District

• Liberty Prairie Foundation

• Libertyville Township

• Openlands (a regional land conservation organization)

• The Nature Conservancy

• Private landowners

These groups and others have been stewards of the Reserve for over 30 years, protecting 
its cultural and natural heritage and helping each other to manage its blend of private land 
and public open space. Through conservation easements, public acquisitions, voluntary 
conservation easements and deed restrictions to limit development, and other land use 
planning tools, the Reserve has remained protected for the enjoyment of Lake County 
residents and visitors alike.

This Existing Conditions section of the plan presents the “State of the Reserve” as of 
2012. It does not update biological information found in the original 1991 plan. Rather, it 
describes the current state of physical, land use, ownership, preservation, transportation, 
infrastructure, and jurisdictional boundary and management factors.
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A. Ownership in the Reserve 

Aerial photograph showing the major landscapes of the Reserve: farmland, prairie under restoration, residences, woodlands, and wetlands (the Almond Marsh).  Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

The Reserve is a mosaic of adjacent and in some cases overlapping jurisdictions  
that are managed and controlled by the individual jurisdictions, owners, and tenants  
of each parcel. It sits in the heart of Lake County between Libertyville, Grayslake, Gurnee, 
and Waukegan. Within the Reserve, nearly 3,400 acres of natural areas and farmland on 

public and private lands have been legally protected from development through more 
than 100 separate land transactions and agreements.  Various land owners have partnered 
to achieve common goals of preservation, restoration, and an increase in the appropriate 

public use and appreciation of the Reserve. 
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Local Government Jurisdictions 
The Reserve boundary is not a political jurisdiction and was not set by a government 
entity, but rather through a collaborative process with public and private stakeholders. 
It is bound by IL Route 120 to the north, IL Route 137 to the south and west, and the Des 
Plaines River valley to the east. Figure 2: Local Government Jurisdiction displays how 
the Reserve spans parts of several local governmental entities in Lake County, including 
portions of:

• Avon Township

• Fremont Township

• Village of Grayslake

• Village of Gurnee

• Lake County (unincorporated)

• Village of Libertyville

• Libertyville Township

• Warren Township

• City of Waukegan

While municipalities have land use authority over the small parts of the Reserve within 
their jurisdiction, the majority of the Reserve falls within unincorporated Lake County’s 
regulatory jurisdiction. Roads are managed and maintained by a number of agencies 
including the municipalities, townships, Lake County, and the State of Illinois, as 
discussed in the following Transportation Networks section.

Liberty Prairie Reserve sign on land donated by a private landowner.  
Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Land Use and Ownership
 

land holders. From its establishment, many of the land holders in the Reserve created a 
strong vision to use their properties in a way that maintains the open and rural character 
of the area. 

The largest landowners in the Reserve include both public and private entities, as shown 
in Figure 3: Principal Landowners.

• The Lake County Forest Preserve District is the largest landowner in the Reserve, 

Preserves. Large portions of Almond Marsh are designated as a state nature preserve. 
Independence Grove is the District’s most popular preserve and provides a variety of 
recreational opportunities for nearly 1 million visitors annually. 

• 

Liberty Prairie and portions of Oak Openings state nature preserves are dedicated on 
Township open space land.

• 
of the Reserve that is protected by a conservation easement held by Openlands.

• The Liberty Prairie Foundation owns 91 acres of the protected open space in the Prairie 
Crossing conservation residential community that includes residential uses, open 
space preservation, organic food production, and a network of trails. Occupying the 
northwest corner of the Reserve, the Prairie Crossing conservation community has 

Agriculture is also a prominent open space land use in the Reserve. There are 23 separate 
owners of farmland within the reserve, ranging from private families to public entities to 
foundations. Libertyville Township and the Liberty Prairie Foundation are the two single 

acres in production.2 

Table 1. Farmland Ownership

Libertyville Township 362 acres Tieken 16 acres

Liberty Prairie Foundation 88 acres Meyer 13 acres

Gaylord and Dorothy  
Donnelley Foundation

62 acres Simmons 11 acres

Field 47 acres Lynch 8 acres

Stokovich 36 acres Lawrence 7 acres

Donnelley 34 acres Milne 6 acres

Exelon Company 24 acres Local 150 Union 5 acres

Conserve Lake County 23 acres Salerno 4 acres

Illinois Department of 
Transportation

22 acres Benson 4 acres

Bristol 21 acres Potter 3 acres

Lake County Forest Preserve 
District

20 acres
A.P. Properties, Inc 1 acre

Prairie Crossing Stable 17 acres

Source: Conserve Lake County, 2013.

not in agricultural production.

Figure 4: Agricultural Landowners and Table 1 display the various owners of the 

soybean production over the past four decades, other kinds of agricultural production 
are increasing including organic vegetables, hay and small livestock operations such 
as chicken, pigs, goats, and cattle. Much of the current agricultural land is adjacent to 
managed and protected natural areas. Some of these farmed parcels should be assessed 
for their value as restored natural areas in comparison to their agricultural value, or for 
ecologically sustainable farming practices that may be more supportive of nearby natural 
areas than current farming practices. This is explored further in the Recommendations 
section of the plan. With two exceptions (Lynch and Tieken) all of the production is done 
by tenant farmers.
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Agricultural Land Ownership
1. A.P. Properties, Inc.

2. Barbara Potter Family

3. Benson

4. Commonwealth Edison Co.

5. Donnelley Family

6. Donnelley Foundation

7. Field

8. IDOT

9. Kent Bristol & Robert Reed

10. Lake County Forest Preserve District

11. Lawrence

12. Conserve Lake County

13. Libertyville Township Open Space District

14. Local 150 Electrician's Union

15. Lynch

16. Meyer Family Farm, L.P.

17. Milne

18. Salerno

19. Simmons

20. Stokovich

21. Tieken

22. Liberty Prairie Foundation

23. Prairie Crossing Agricultural Association

Figure 4: Liberty Prairie Reserve Agricultural Landowners

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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Reserve, the majority of land (approximately 70 percent) is open space including natural 
and agricultural lands. These landscapes are the primary uses addressed by this plan 
update. Figure 5: Land Use displays the current land uses in the Reserve based on Lake 

Table 2.

Cooperation between public and private land owners in the Reserve is important to 
ensure the continued protection of the natural ecosystems, open character, beauty, 
and productivity of the area, particularly due to the impact of the various land uses. 
The collaborative nature of the landowners’ relationships is necessary for continued 
conservation, as well as the integration of sustainable landscape practices across the 
different land uses of the Reserve.

Tenancy and Tenure of Agricultural Land
The majority of commercial agricultural land in the Reserve is leased to tenant farmers. 
Tenant farming has been a part of the Reserve’s agricultural fabric for many decades, 

enterprises at Prairie Crossing and Casey Farm. Overall, leasing terms are an important 
factor in determining farming practices and operations, and while leases / license 
agreements can include requirements for sustainable farming practices, this is only 
one of a number of ways to encourage more sustainable operations. These concepts are 
explored further in the Recommendations section of the plan. Some agricultural land  
in the Reserve is leased annually while other leases have longer terms. The range of  
lease terms or license agreements is displayed in Figure 6: Agricultural Land Tenancy 

 

Aerial view of the Reserve in autumn. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Table 2. Liberty Prairie Reserve Land Use

LAND USE CATEGORY ACRES %

Preserved Open Space 2900 53%

Residential 1049 19%

Agricultural 972 18%

Institution 195 4%

Utilities and Communications 187 3%

Commercial 170 3%

Undeveloped Land 16 <1%

15 <1%

Total * 5504 100%

*  This total does not include approximately 300 acres of road right-of-way in the Reserve. 
Source: Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Figure 5: Liberty Prairie Reserve Land Use 

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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Figure 6: Liberty Prairie Reserve Existing Farm Leases

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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B. Land Management and Ecosystem Preservation 

Great Blue Lobelia and Black-Eyed Susans in the Reserve. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

“ Where I grew up the knotted burr oaks stood, their boughs so long they arched down 

to the ground again. And it was under these living arches that my people came driving 

oak openings. The trees were spaced wider and wider, pastoral kings, each with his own 

realm of high meadow.”  

—  Description of Kennicott Grove in nearby Glenview, Lake County, Illinois. By Donald Peattie, in  

“A Prairie Grove: A Naturalist’s Story of Primeval America,” The Literary Guild of America: 1938.

Historical Description of  
Open Spaces in Lake County

The Reserve’s preserved lands contribute to preserving the diverse ecological resources 
of the northeastern moraine region of Illinois. The Reserve serves as a valuable resource 

endangered species than any other county in the state, an honor and a responsibility. It 
also protects important soil and water resources. For these reasons, many stakeholders 
expressed a strong desire for the expansion of natural areas through ecological 
restoration and land management.
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Land Protection

easement on private property. That easement protected an oak woodland and remnant 
prairie on Marshall and Jamee Field’s “Willow Farm” property, located along Casey Road 

Figure 7: 
Reserve Protected Areas.

Conservation easements, legally binding agreements that restrict development rights, 

conservation organizations like Conserve Lake County and Openlands; however, some 
are held by Lake County Forest Preserve District and Libertyville Township. Additionally, 
the Illinois Nature Preserves Commission has dedicated three state nature preserves in 
the Reserve, providing the state’s highest level of protection in order to protect extremely 
rare and globally threatened Illinois habitats such as graminoid fens, sedge meadows, and 
mesic prairies. Notable conservation land holdings in the Reserve are included in Table 3. 

The proximity of the public and private conservation land holdings is the result of 
extraordinary coordination and collaboration among the stakeholders in the Reserve. 

County, and one of a number of focal points for conservation efforts in Lake County. 
Figure 8: Regional Protected Areas (page 33) displays the Reserve within the context 
of protected areas in the surrounding area.

Although many of the land preservation objectives originally outlined in the OPRP have 
been completed, some strategically important lands that are vulnerable to development 
should be considered for acquisition by a conservation organization, conservation 
easement or limited conservation development. These large unprotected parcels of land 
are primarily found along Almond and Casey Roads and along Milwaukee Avenue. The 
recommendation section of this plan discusses these areas in greater detail.

Table 3. Conservation Land Holdings

JURISDICTION LOCATION TYPE ACREAGE

Lake County Forest  
Preserve District

Almond Marsh Fee simple ownership 321

Lake County Forest  
Preserve District

Almond Marsh Easement 180

Lake County Forest  
Preserve District

Casey Farm Fee simple ownership 15

Lake County Forest  
Preserve District

Independence Grove Fee simple ownership 1,101

Lake County Forest  
Preserve District

Independence Grove Easement 20

Libertyville Township  
Open Space District

Casey Road North Fee simple ownership 312

Libertyville Township  
Open Space District

Casey Road South Fee simple ownership 196

Libertyville Township  
Open Space District

Milwaukee Avenue Fee simple ownership 87

Libertyville Township  
Open Space District

U.S. Route 45 Fee simple ownership 73

Libertyville Township  
Open Space District

IL Route 137 Fee simple ownership 92

Openlands
NW, SW, and NE Quadrants  

of Reserve
Easement 501

Conserve Lake County Casey Farm Fee Simple 13

Conserve Lake County Almond and Casey Roads Easement 176

The Nature Conservancy
North of Casey Road, East of 

Almond Road
Easement 40

The Conservation Fund Prairie Crossing Easement 198

The Illinois Nature  
Preserves Commission 

Central Reserve
Nature Preserve/

Easement
322

Prairie Crossing Home  
Owners Association

Prairie Crossing common areas HOA Covenant 155

Private landowners
North of Casey Road, east of 

Almond Road
50 year deed 

restriction
96

Many properties within the Liberty Prairie Reserve possess multiple levels of protection. For example, while there are 322 
acres of Illinois Nature Preserves within the Reserve, the majority of those sites are also protected by public entities such as 
the Lake County Forest Preserve District and Libertyville Township. As such, individual parcels are often double or even triple 
counted in this table. 

Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Ascension 
Sedge Meadow, 
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Commonwealth Edison
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St. Francis
Woods

Liberty Prairie
Sedge Meadow
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Wetlands & Prairie

Almond Marsh
Woods & Prairie
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Donnelley Woods
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Figure 7: Liberty Prairie Reserve Protected Areas 

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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Land Management 
Whether or not land is preserved — i.e., protected from development — its natural 
areas must be managed or will lose ecological function and integrity. Managing natural 

not unusual for natural communities to encompass land owned by four or more different 
land owners. Managing natural communities in this context is most effective when 

For example, the oak hickory woodland that spans more than a mile from U.S. Route 45 
east to IL Route 21 covers lands owned by dozens of land owners including Arbor Vista 
subdivision residents, Libertyville Township, Lake County Forest Preserve District, and 
numerous private owners along Almond and Casey Road. A single set of management 
objectives for these woodlands regardless of jurisdiction or ownership would help assure 
consistent and appropriate stewardship of this woodland over time.

Managing surface and ground water function and quality also presents unique challenges.  
Native plant and habitat restoration often lacks desired outcomes without the restoration 

in the Reserve is being drained through underground networks of drain tile that has 

and wetlands has been negatively impacted from the runoff of nutrients and chemicals 

Restoration of drained hydric soils and the surrounding buffers allows for the return 
of natural hydrological conditions which will greatly reduce the movement of soil and 

Due to its geography, settlement patterns and land use history the natural resources of 
the Reserve include a rich variety of intact and remnant woodland, wetland and prairie 
community types, as shown in Figure 9: Pre-Settlement Vegetation and Figure 10: 
Water and Natural Resources (pages 34 and 35). Some of the natural communities 
are rare, even globally threatened such as the graminoid fen, mesic prairie, and sedge 

crowned night heron.

as priorities for protection within the Reserve, all of which have been protected. Because 

3 These nature 
preserves (and associated buffers) occur on both public and private properties within the 
Reserve and are known as Oak Openings, Liberty Prairie, and Almond Marsh. A team of 
land managers and practitioners who actively manage these sites provided the following 
notes on existing conditions for several key natural areas on public and private lands 
within the Reserve, as shown in Figure 11: Key Natural Areas (page 37).

Heron rookery at Almond Marsh. Photo courtesy of Janet and Phil Hauck.

3    Permanently protected by state law, nature preserves are private and public lands that have rare plants, animals, or other 
unique natural features. Ranging in size from one acre to more than 2,000 acres, nature preserves protect tall grass prairies, 
oak groves, sandstone bluffs, wetlands, bogs, and other threatened natural areas that are the last remnants of the Illinois 
wilderness. http://dnr.state.il.us/inpc/.
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Figure 8: Liberty Prairie Reserve and Regional Protected Areas

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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Liberty Prairie, Sedge Meadow and Fen
The Liberty Prairie site is owned and managed by Libertyville Township with support 
from Conserve Lake County and a dedicated group of volunteer stewards. This Illinois 
State Nature Preserve has been actively managed for 15 years, including invasive species 
control, seed and plug planting, stream bank erosion control, and controlled burning. 

buried by agricultural activity, and a major prairie buffer expansion. A high quality wet 
prairie remnant and graminoid fen are now surrounded by buffers of prairie and sedge 
meadow after more than a decade of active land management activities. Extensive 
invasive species control and controlled burning has helped maintain the high quality 

uphill from the prairie and sedge meadow. 

The site continues to face challenges including genetic isolation, invasive species, and 
stream erosion. Erosion also contributes to sediment and nutrient transport to nearby 
water resources, which can cause stream degradation. There is concern about the 
potential loss of species such as the smooth green snake and Paraphilaenus parallelus (a 
leafhopper), an insect listed as a “Species in Greatest Need of Conservation” in the Illinois 

from continued aggressive invasive species control and the phased implementation of 
stream headwaters protection that is presently underway. 

Oak Openings Woods and Prairie
Oak Openings is owned and managed by Libertyville Township with support from 
Conserve Lake County and a dedicated group of volunteer stewards. This Illinois State 
Nature Preserve buffer is largely riparian oak woodland that runs along Bull’s Brook and 

of production in the late 1990s and replanted to prairie, and a mitigation project east of 
the Preserve preserved a marsh wetland. Stream bank and wetland restoration projects, 
as well as invasives control and controlled burning, have dramatically improved this site. 
Plug, acorn, tree, and seed planting have occurred where the invasive woody species 
removal has taken place. Still invasive species continue to affect much of the natural 
communities described above. Oak Openings includes one of the public parking areas for 
trail access within the Reserve.

 

Sedge Meadow restoration at Liberty Prairie. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Figure 11: Liberty Prairie Reserve Key Natural Areas

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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Almond Marsh Nature Preserve
Almond Marsh is owned and managed by the Lake County Forest Preserve District with 
support from a dedicated group of volunteer stewards. This site features a calcareous 

prairie and oak woodlands. Beaver activity on the southeastern end of the marsh 

burning in the woodland areas have helped to control the invasive brush, and the restored 
prairie areas are burned regularly. Land management activities have also included seed 
and plug planting, erosion control, hydrologic restoration, installation of heron rookery 
platforms, and reforestation.

St. Francis Woods, Independence Grove
St. Francis Woods is owned and managed by the Lake County Forest Preserve 
District with support from a dedicated group of volunteer stewards. This high quality 
upland, oak hickory woodland borders the Des Plaines River on the northwest side 
of Independence Grove Forest Preserve. This oak hickory woodland has responded 
well to management including control of woody invasive species and controlled 
burning, but over browsing by deer continues to be a threat especially to the ephemeral 
woodland forbs. The heavily used Des Plaines River Trail (DPRT) bisects the eastern 
edge of the woods.  

Ascension Sedge Meadow, Independence Grove
Ascension Meadow, located east of River Road on the north side of IL Route 137 in 
Libertyville, is owned and managed by the Lake County Forest Preserve District. This 

and tree thinning that have created conditions for more light to reach the ground layer 
and native herbaceous species growing there. Invasive species control and burning 
continue as regular land management activities. 

Donnelley Woodland and Prairie
The Donnelley property is located on the west side of Almond Road north of Casey 
Road is privately owned and actively managed by a caretaker. The oak woodlands along 
the southern edge of Almond Marsh have undergone extensive brush clearing, and the 
native herbaceous layer is responding well to supplemental native seeding. Controlled 

taken out of production along the driveway and west of the main home to help control 
soil erosion issues.   

Commonwealth Edison Sedge Meadow
Owned by Commonwealth Edison Power Company, this wet prairie remnant was 

management, and there is concern that the site is degrading rapidly due to invasive 
species and lack of active management.  

Invasive species control – garlic mustard removal. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Marshall and Jamee Field Woods and Prairie

Lake County and other resource experts. The oak woodland has been under active 
management for approximately 30 years and contains very good biodiversity including 
some plants of high conservation value. A prairie restoration begun there in the 1990’s  

Prairie Crossing Prairie and Wetlands
Most of the natural areas and farmland in Prairie Crossing is owned and managed by 
the Liberty Prairie Foundation and the Prairie Crossing Home Owners Association. This 
conservation community of approximately 400 homes features large areas of prairie 
and wetlands managed through controlled burning and active invasive species control. 

nurseries, have made their way downstream to Bull’s Brook and Almond Marsh through 
natural migration. 

Whitmore/Roach/Lynch Prairie, Wetlands and Woods
These three adjoining properties, which feature prairie, wetland and woodland 
restoration and management, are found along the north side of Casey Road between 
Almond Road and IL Route 21. Low lying lands along the west and east side of Bull’s Brook 

extensive native plantings, and a fairly new woodland restoration bordering the Field’s 
property to the north. Controlled burning and invasive species control are ongoing

Aaron’s Prairie
Aaron’s Prairie is owned and managed by Conserve Lake County. The site features a 

Road. The land was seeded to native prairie in 2009 and has responded well. Controlled 
burning, erosion control, and invasive species management continue on this site. 

Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Headcut at Bull Creek headwater. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Figure 12: Liberty Prairie Reserve Prime and Important Farmland

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.  U.S. Department of Agriculture Natural Resource Conservation Service.
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C. Agricultural Land Management and Preservation

EXISTING CONDITIONS: AGRICULTURAL LAND MANAGEMENT AND PRESERVATION

4   “ Lake County Sustainable Local Food System Report,” a product of Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning’s Local 
Technical Assistance (LTA) program. Lead project partner Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Tomato planting by Sandhill Organics, Prairie Crossing. Photo courtesy of Liberty Prairie Foundation, 2013.

Like its natural areas, one of the unique aspects of the Reserve is the presence of prime 
and important farmland, as shown in Figure 12: Prime and Important Farmland (as 
determined by the Natural Resource Conservation Service), and the inclusion of working 
lands in the preserved landscape. In addition to the beauty and openness provided by 
the natural areas in the Reserve, farmland supports a resilient food system for a growing 
urban area, viewscapes, and a cultural setting that is both attractive and economically 

methods and crop orientation. These include wheat production, dairy production, hay 

and soybean operations. Beginning in the mid 1990s, local organic food production was 

farming in the Reserve and region is growing.4
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Today, portions of the Reserve are nationally recognized as a model of sustainable food 
production that incorporates a range of ecologically sensitive approaches, including 
those that have achieved the federally recognized and esteemed designation of organic. 
The Farm Business Development Center at Prairie Crossing, created by the Liberty Prairie 

far beyond the borders of the Reserve. 

Center representatives have been featured presenters at key conferences, meetings, and 
planning sessions nationwide.

As shown in Figure 13: Agricultural Production, current farmland production of the 

• 

• 
livestock production 

• 55 acres of hay production 

• 41 acres of large livestock grazing and other

Note: Farmland ownership is presented in Section 2.A. Land Use and Ownership. 

Soy bean rows on gentle slope. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Three sisters with house in background in the Reserve. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Hay farming at Casey Farm. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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Farmland Protection
In the year 2000, after two decades of very rapid development in Lake County, the 
County government commissioned the American Farmland Trust to look at the future 
of farming in Lake County and recommend possible government programs that could 
help preserve and perpetuate agriculture into the 21st century. This study, On Thin 

Soil: The Uncertain Future of Agriculture in Lake County (2001), determined that 

more isolated, and agricultural support services have largely left the county, making 

What the 2001 report failed to pick up on was an emerging trend of local food producers 
and specialty growers whose needs and markets were vastly different from traditional 
row crop agriculture and whose future in Lake County seems more compatible with 
existing development patterns. In fact, as farmland acres continued to decline over the 
past twenty years as a result of development, the number of farmers and the diversity 
of farm operations increased both in the Reserve and in Lake County (see Table 4).  
And while the overall economic impact of farming and agricultural activities in Lake 
County may be modest compared to other economic activity in Lake County, it does 
contribute to an emerging “local food economy” in the Chicago metropolitan region. 
In fact, CMAP and other regional partners have prioritized strengthening the local food 
system and are working on a variety of projects to strengthen that system. For example, 
in 2013 an examination of barriers to a more robust local food system in Lake County 
was completed by CMAP and its partners, resulting in a number of recommendations for 
strengthening the system.

Table 4. Lake County Farm Trends

2007 2002 % CHANGE

Number of Farms 396 acres 337 acres +18

Land in Farms 34,525 acres 38,860 acres -11

Average Size of Farm 87 acres 115 acres -24

Illinois Department of Agriculture, 2002, 2007.

Field erosion at Casey Farm. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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operation on approximately 10 acres of farmland within the Reserve in Grayslake.  
The farm operation has grown steadily and now includes one of the Chicago region’s 
largest commercial organic producers, Sandhill Family Farms, which now leases 

Prairie Foundation started a Farm Business Development Center that provides 
business support for entrepreneurial farmers to grow their businesses within  

 
seven independent farm enterprises within the center and several operations  
have successfully transitioned to commercial operations in new locations around  
the region.

Currently the majority of agricultural land in the Reserve is used for commodity crop 
production (corn and beans), followed by food production (vegetables and small 
livestock), hay production and grazing. See Figure 4: Agricultural Landowners 
(page 25) and Figure 13: Agricultural Production (page 43). 

conservation easement or ownership by a conservation organization and in some 
cases both. There are several additional parcels of farmland that could be protected 

working lands and support agriculture, and second, the farmland generates an income 
stream. There are economic forces and cultural values at play that could result in 
rather long term commitments to agriculture. Still, land managers have noted that 

quality of these natural areas and conversion of some of these lands may actually be 
less costly than farming over time.

Farming Infrastructure Assets for Local Food Production
For land owners interested in supporting local food production operations certain 
infrastructure assets may be necessary.   These include:

• Outbuildings for farming operations

• Water / irrigation sources

• A source of electricity

• Housing / residential buildings for farmers

Eight parcels in the Reserve were found to have these infrastructure assets, as shown in 
Figure 4: Agricultural Landowners (page 25). Seven of the eight locations (labeled 
“Agricultural Infrastructure” in the map legend) are situated on or near currently farmed 
lands. These infrastructure assets may help prioritize sites for conversion to food 
production, as discussed in the Agricultural Land Management recommendations.

EXISTING CONDITIONS: AGRICULTURAL LAND MANAGEMENT AND PRESERVATION

Combine harvester. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.



Figure 14: Liberty Prairie Reserve Roads and Trails

Source: Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning, 2012.
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D. Transportation Networks: Trails and Roads 

EXISTING CONDITIONS:TRANSPORTATION NETWORKS

Bridge at Independence Grove. Photo courtesy of Lake County Forest Preserve District.

throughout. Farm tractors and their associated equipment occasionally use the  
roads to access farms within the Reserve. The Reserve is close to several regional trails 
and has many trails within its boundaries, but the connections between routes and  
within the reserve have room for improvement, especially for the safety of pedestrians 
and bicyclists.

 

Trails

through and between natural areas. The Reserve has over 12 miles of regional trails within 

connects north to Wisconsin and south to Cook County, as shown in Figure 14: Roads 
and Trails. Libertyville Township and Lake County Forest Preserve District own the 
Casey Trail that stretches from the DPRT west to the Prairie Crossing Bike Path.  There is 

enjoyed by bird watchers and nature enthusiasts. Other trails lead to and from the Prairie 
Crossing Metra station and north to the Rollins Savanna Forest Preserve and College of 
Lake County, as displayed on Figure 14: Roads and Trails. The trails are available to 
walkers, bicyclists, and equestrians. 
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The neighboring villages of Mundelein, Libertyville, and Grayslake worked with the Lake 
County Division of Transportation to complete the Prairie Crossing Bike Path, which 
extends from the Prairie Crossing conservation community to outside the Reserve 
boundaries, connecting western Lake County communities to the Grayslake bike path. 
The last three segments of the Prairie Crossing path were completed in July of 2012. This 

use paths (Fort Hill Trail, Millennium Trail, and the North Shore Bike Path), two Metra 
commuter stations, Fremont Township Library, Lake County Fairgrounds, Mundelein 
High School, Mundelein Middle School, and Mundelein Park District sites, and two other 
adjacent municipal bikeway systems.

completed. The trail has been built and is awaiting the completion of a tunnel under 
IL Route 21, connecting Libertyville Township’s Casey trail through the Reserve to the 
DPRT. The trail section from the DPRT west to the ComEd substation site will be under 
the jurisdiction of the Lake County Forest Preserve District. The section west of the Com 
Ed station to Prairie Crossing in Grayslake is under the jurisdiction of the Libertyville 
Township. The Prairie Crossing Bike Path and the DPRT are both excellent resources and 
the connection between them via the Township’s Casey trail will improve the safety of 

Equestrians on Liberty Prairie Trail. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Cyclists using trails through the Reserve. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Roads
Roads both internal to the Reserve and along the Reserve’s boundary are an incredibly 
important factor in the future quality of the Reserve. The northern boundary of the 

boundary of the Reserve is IL Route 137 (or Buckley Road), which has an average daily 

for the residential areas to the south. Along the eastern edge of the Reserve, River Road 

miles of roads in the Reserve are local roads. Figure 14: Roads and Trails

each of the roadways that traverse the Reserve.

between IL Route 21 and the Prairie Crossing Metra station. Both Almond and 

becoming pathways for invasive species.  Municipal, township, county, and state road 
supervisors should be invited to participate with land managers on invasive species 
control plans.

• U.S. Route 45 (24,000 AADT)

• 

• 

The northern boundary of the Reserve is IL Route 120, with an AADT count of  

along IL Route 120 is a major access barrier for the residential areas directly north 
of the Reserve (in Wildwood and Gurnee), which have no safe bicycle or pedestrian 
access to the trail system or the Reserve. It is believed that road runoff carries a 

deicing agents), which diminishes aquatic life and creates conditions supportive of 
invasive wetland species.

Future development of IL Route 53/120 (Central Lake County Corridor) would impact 
the Reserve’s valuable resources including wetlands, streams, and agricultural land.  

the long term sustainability of the Reserve. The GO TO 2040 comprehensive regional 
plan calls for a “modern boulevard” with a small footprint to minimize impacts on 
the natural environment and character of the nearby communities. Following up this 
recommendation, the Illinois Toll Highway Authority commissioned a BRAC in 2011. 

This Advisory Committee, which included representatives from the Reserve and 
numerous other stakeholders in Lake County, worked together to plan and design 
feasible scenarios for this proposed new capital project. The consensus BRAC Resolution 
and Summary Report, released and sent to the Illinois Tollway for further action in 
June 2012, contains recommendations, design standards, and performance standards 
intended to address local community and environmental concerns and impacts while 

Roads, Trails, and Access 
Recommendations, any future highway construction or improvements should follow 
the recommendations adopted by the BRAC, avoid environmentally sensitive habitats 
in the Reserve, minimize and mitigate direct and indirect impacts to environmental 
resources, and promote alternatives to driving while improving conditions for motorized 

the text box on page 50.

There are two Prairie Crossing Metra stations located in the western section of the 
Reserve; one is on the North Central Service (NCS) line and the other is the more heavily 

as well as weekend service, which the NCS does not have. Over 50 trains stop at these 
stations every weekday. Both lines offer access by train to the Reserve’s regional trail 
system and some trains allows for bicycle transport. They both have ample parking with 
low utilization rates (42 percent). With the lack of weekend service at the NCS station, 
there is an excellent opportunity for shared parking for the recreational users of the trails 
that connect through the area.

EXISTING CONDITIONS:TRANSPORTATION NETWORKS

Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.



IL Route 53/120 Project BRAC Resolution and  
Summary Report Guiding Principles and Key Recommendations

Critical Advisory Council Recommendations for Liberty Prairie Reserve section:
   1.    Maintain alignment on current IL Route 120 roadbed from Almond Road to Sears 

Boulevard before moving south to new right-of-way.

   2.   Eliminating salts in the de-icing program for the road.

   4.    Providing a trail underpass under the new road to provide a safe connection 
between the Reserve and the communities to the north.

 
by closing any connection or providing only a right-in right-out on the Almond  
Road south. 

IL Route 53/120 Guiding Principles: 
   1.    Enhance mobility and accessibility, and relieve congestion, in the Central Lake 

County Corridor. 

   2.    Seek innovative design solutions for a safe, integrated, multi-modal corridor that 
preserves the environment and the character of nearby communities, and enhances 
their economic vitality. 

   3.    Analyze potential funding options and pursue corridor concepts to the extent that 

   4.    Minimize environmental and long term development impacts of transportation 
infrastructure and operations. 

   5.    Promote environmental enhancements and sustainable practices in all aspects of 
project development, implementation and operations, and strive to improve the 
overall environment. 

   6.    Promote diversity in all aspects of project development, implementation,  
and operations. 

   7.    Develop and apply innovations in all aspects of the project to create a 21st Century 
modern boulevard that serves as a national and international model. 

   8.    Cooperate with agencies and municipalities to deliver the Council’s work in a 
transparent and accountable manner.

Overarching Advisory Council’s Key Recommendations: 
   1.    Create a Transportation System That Preserves the Environment and Nearby 

Communities and Enhances Connectivity. In order to achieve a modern, 
sustainable, and innovative transportation system that meets the goals of the 
Guiding Principles, the Council recommends a set of essential roadway design 
standards and performance standards. These standards describe the physical 
elements and the core functions of the new roadway as the Council has agreed to. 

   2.    Design a Context Sensitive Roadway
sensitive roadway designs for the proposed facility that directly respond to the 
environment and the communities around the right of way. A context sensitive 
approach ensures that the same design is not applied to the entire length of the 

preservation, mobility, and accessibility. 

   3.    Respect and Preserve the Land. The unique environment, habitat, and wildlife of 
Lake County require a comprehensive planning approach in order to reduce long-
term and irreversible impacts from fragmentation and disturbance. The Council 
recommends creating restoration and monitoring plans, land preservation actions, 

   4.    An Innovative Funding Plan for an Innovative Road. Just as the Council 
recommends a truly innovative roadway design for environmental preservation 
and context sensitivity, the Council proposes a funding framework that is equally 
ground-breaking for an Illinois toll road. Instead of relying only on toll revenues 
from the extension and the core system, it combines the use of tolls along with 

strong local commitment to building a 21st Century facility. 

   5.    Create a Corridor Plan and Implementation Strategy. A corridor plan that 
integrates land use, transportation, economic development, and open space is 
vital to the success of the IL Route 53/120 project. New roadway development can 
often bring unwanted results without adequate prior planning because of a rise in 

future land uses. The Council recommends creating a corridor plan that is based 
on the integration and preservation of open space and natural areas, multi-modal 
connections, market-feasible development, and congestion relief. 

50
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3. Recommendations
The Recommendations section of the plan includes guidelines and suggestions for 
preservation, management, administration, and infrastructure in the Reserve, within 
the context of the vision: 

  To create a model Reserve of exceptional land, water, and biodiversity health where 

public and private landowners manage their land in ways that sustain people, 

plants, and wildlife. We envision people enjoying, enhancing, and restoring the 

Reserve’s rich array of natural areas. Additionally, the Reserve’s agricultural values 

and heritage will be celebrated and continued in ways that support clean water, 

healthy soils, and a diversity of agricultural products and foods. 

“ Oak Prairie Reserve is a cooperative undertaking involving both public and private landowners. With such 

public efforts or private endeavors alone.” 

- Oak Prairie Reserve Protection and Management Plan of 1991

Public-Private Vision for the Reserve



Figure 15: Bull Creek – Bull’s Brook Watershed

Source: Lake County Stormwater Management Commission, 2008.
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In addition to the recommendations below, which were developed with input from  
the Reserve Planning Team, strategies for moving forward should consult two  
primary resources as background and additional recommendations, best management 

 

plan, which includes nine goals, 52 objectives, and 119 actions designed to help improve 
the watershed.5

The Reserve includes the entire length of Bull’s Brook and a large portion of the north 

drainage area is in the Reserve. Both streams are tributaries to the Des Plaines River. See 
Figure 15 for a map of the watershed and Reserve.

watershed stakeholders including: the Lake County Board, the Stormwater Management 
Commission, the Villages of Grayslake, Libertyville and Mundelein, Libertyville 
Township, Mundelein Park District, Conserve Lake County, and the Liberty Prairie Area, 
Prairie Crossing and Loch Lomond home owners/property owners associations.

A number of water and natural resources in the Reserve are noted as being worthy of 
protection and restoration. Bull Creek and Bull’s Brook, Leopold Lake, Sanctuary and Dog 

out in the watershed plan. 

hydrology changes and the migration of invasive species from upstream and adjacent 
land uses. 

5   See http://www.lakecountyil.gov/Stormwater/LakeCountyWatersheds/Pages/BullCreekDP.aspx.
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natural areas, developing natural areas management plans, and establishing and 

following maps:

• A map of open and partially open parcels that are high priority for natural resources 
protection and enhancement. 

• 

• A map of protection and enhancement needs for parcels adjacent to ecologically 

Water quality and stream health actions for the Reserve include recommendations for 
stabilizing and restoring the moderately to severely eroded areas of Bull’s Brook and Bull 
Creek; establishment and restoration of adequate riparian and lakeshore buffers; and 

and buffers, and developing Resource Management Service Plans that include agricultural 
BMPs are also recommended to improve water quality. 

There are 15 problem discharge points into Bull’s Brook and two in Bull Creek north. Most 
of these are eroded tributary swales that drain into the creek; several are drain tiles or 
pipes. Stream bank erosion is considered moderate in most reaches of Bull’s Brook and 
along two reaches of Bull Creek north. Erosion is severe in two reaches of Bull’s Brook: 

• 

• Four stream reaches of Bull’s Brook and one reach of Bull Creek in the Reserve are 
recommended for restoration.

Additionally, shoreline stabilization is recommended for some areas of Leopold Lake.

• 

plan also includes a number of action recommendations related to green infrastructure 
protection and trail connections; BMPs and low impact development recommendations 

runoff impacts from existing roads and proposed transportation improvements. 

Lastly, the plan addresses the need for improved education and outreach to watershed 
residents and communities to engender better collaboration and stewardship of 

Council was formed in June of 2010. The Council meets quarterly, supports watershed 
improvement projects, and sponsors education and outreach events. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

A.  Protect and restore natural resources.

B.  Improve water quality.

D.  Enhance and restore stream health.

F.  Preserve green infrastructure.

G.  Enhance education and stewardship.

H.  Improve watershed coordination and collaboration.

Bulls Creek-Bull’s Brook  
Watershed Goals
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A. Ownership in the Reserve 
Rather than make prescriptive recommendations for land management, this plan 
establishes a trajectory intended to bring management activities in line with one 
another and with the overall vision for the Reserve. As such, implementation of the plan 
recommendations should be carried out by individual landowners, land managers, and 
other stakeholders. However, this plan recommends the creation of a planning council, 
the Reserve Stakeholder Partnership, which can convene regularly to share ideas and 
information, to discuss the management recommendations of this plan and current 
management practices, and to work towards common goals for the Reserve while also 
achieving individual landowner goals. The following recommendation 3 suggests how 
such a council could be formed. 

GOAL: Preserve and improve the Reserve’s essential 
cooperative relationships among land owners, 
jurisdictions, and tenants to better preserve and manage 

plants, and wildlife. 

The Reserve is a mosaic of landowners, local governments, and tenants with a wide 

stakeholders to pursue coordinated and cooperative strategies to protect and manage 

management that is rarely seen in the region or the country. The vision of the Reserve 
should be widely communicated to all Reserve stakeholders. 

This cooperative undertaking should include strategies to increase the acreage 
of preserved ecosystems and other land and water resources, even to the point 
of expanding the Reserve boundary to the east and west. It should also include 

 

Reserve resources. 

 

Recommended Strategies
1.  Work with local government jurisdictions to coordinate vision, goals, 

and strategies across sectors, ownership, and jurisdiction and to ensure 

consistency within local plans, programs, and regulations.  
 As major public landowners of open space, Lake County Forest Preserve District 
and Libertyville Township play active roles within the Reserve as it relates to land 
ownership and management. Because they do not own open space in the Reserve, 
Warren Township, Avon Township, Freemont Township, Libertyville, Grayslake, 
Gurnee, and Waukegan are not as deeply involved in its management; however, they 
may have planning, land use, management, and annexation authority that could 

these jurisdictions annually to establish a shared vision of the Reserve, discuss and 
coordinate planning and policy, and share resources and expertise. This is particularly 
important as it relates to parcels that have conservation value and/or are spatially 
oriented or located in a way that makes them important from a strategic or management 
perspective. As an example, the Village of Libertyville future land use plan indicates 

land owners should focus on the variety of appropriate uses for that property and, if 
development is desired, to   support environmentally sensitive development details that 

All jurisdictional land use and capital improvement plans, including those for roadway 
improvements, should be explored to better understand the potential for land use 
changes and annexation and then discussed with the appropriate jurisdiction. It is 
possible that boundary agreements or Memorandums of Understanding would be a 
helpful strategy for ensuring planning and policy consistency across jurisdictions. 
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communicate the vision and goals of the Reserve and to understand and 

strategize about achieving Reserve and landowner goals.  
For the most part, the landowners who own ten acres or more in the Reserve have 
been and continue to be engaged with Conserve Lake County about the vision and 
goals of the Reserve. Many landowners have taken steps to help achieve land and 
water management goals. Conserve Lake County, the Forest Preserve District, and 
Libertyville Township should continue to work closely with all landowners to help align 
their goals, potential land use changes, and land management activities with the vision 
and goals of this plan for the Reserve. 

3.  Conduct regular meetings of Reserve stakeholders (the Liberty Prairie Reserve 

Stakeholder Partnership) to coordinate natural and agricultural land 

management activities, transportation, and public access in the Reserve. 

 This plan recommends the active involvement of Reserve stakeholders in the creation 
of a planning council (the Liberty Prairie Reserve Stakeholder Partnership) that 
meets regularly to share ideas and information, to act as a resource and expertise 
for landowners, to better coordinate management of agricultural land and natural 
communities as discussed in this plan, and to work towards common goals for the 
Reserve while also achieving individual landowner goals. The Partnership should 
include, at a minimum, the various public and private landowners in the Reserve 

County Board, Lake County Forest Preserve District Board, Libertyville Township 
Board, Conserve Lake County, Openlands, Liberty Prairie Foundation, CMAP, and 
private landowners. The Partnership will not incorporate any formal structure 
or organizational hierarchy, nor in any way impinge or impede landowners from 
making their own decisions. The Partnership should coordinate these Reserve 
recommendations with other existing plans for the area including the June 2012 IL 
Route 53/120 BRAC recommendations, Lake County Division of Transportation 2040 

RECOMMENDATIONS: OWNERSHIP IN THE RESERVE

Parnerships in the Reserve. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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4.   When necessary or appropriate, encourage protection of natural  

areas and agricultural land for priority parcels via acquisition,  

easement, transfer, dedication, private commitments, or other strategies.  
 A number of areas within the Reserve are valuable as open space for conservation, 
agriculture, or other reasons, and there are sensitive resources that should be 
considered when land management decisions are made. For example, some 
agricultural and other practices can disturb and dislodge highly erodible soils, which 
can be carried into sensitive habitat areas in the Reserve.

   Where preservation or protection of areas with sensitive resources is desired, 
preservation strategies may include fee simple or easement acquisition or other 

Forest Preserve District, Libertyville Township, Openlands, Conserve Lake  
County, or the Liberty Prairie Foundation. Some parcels may be appropriate for 
dedication as Illinois Nature Preserves or Land and Water Reserves, while others  
will remain in private ownership with management agreements in place. Ultimately,  
the vast majority of the remaining unprotected land should be protected as open  
space in perpetuity. Consider the Land and Water Reserve as a source of assistance  
for this recommendation. 

A.   If the occasion arises to convey or transfer currently protected lands to a separate 
agency, this plan recommends the Lake County Forest Preserve District as the 
primary agency to be the receiver of management and ownership responsibility 

B.   Unprotected, privately owned properties along IL Route 120 between U.S. Route 

in light of potential future development and improvement of IL Route 120. The 
recommendations in the BRAC report to the Illinois Toll Highway Authority for  
the IL Route 120 and Almond Road intersection should be followed, including 
limited access to Almond Road from IL Route 120 and a pedestrian underpass to 
provide access into the Reserve from the Village of Wildwood through a future 
public trail connecting Wildwood residents south to the Reserves’ Casey Trail. 
Land adjacent to the intersection of IL Route 120 with Almond Road and Milwaukee 
Avenue is also a high priority to help preserve natural, agricultural, or other open 
space uses rather than conversion to commercial or other uses at a higher intensity 
than currently used. 

C.   Very low density residential uses that exist on some of the remaining privately 
owned parcels along IL Route 120, Casey, and Almond Road are considered to 
be supportive of the goals of the Reserve. Should these unprotected residential 
parcels come on the market or be proposed for conversion to more intense uses, 
they should be prioritized for preservation. Similarly, remaining privately owned 
undeveloped, open space, or agricultural parcels should remain in these uses. That 

(e.g., Prairie Crossing) may be considered to be consistent with Reserve goals where 
the proposed use would not impact natural or agricultural use or resources.

D.   Residential parcels along the south side of Casey Road east of U.S. Route 45 
represent perhaps the single most contiguous block of low density development 
within or adjacent to natural or agricultural open space. This block of parcels 
should be considered as having conservation value due to proximity to natural 
areas.

E.   Undeveloped properties within the Reserve that are planned for use that is of a 
higher intensity than current use should be carefully considered by the appropriate 
landowner and jurisdiction to remove future use designation. Such parcels should 
be examined for the potential negative impact of conversion of parcels to a use 
other than open space. 

F.  
to heirs, or lands where owner priorities may change or differ across generations 
should be considered for acquisition, dedication, or conservation easements by one 
of the conservation organizations already active in the Reserve. 

G.   Deed restricted lands, which are at risk of being released from restrictions  
by landowner majority vote, should be transferred to a more permanent  
protective status, likely a conservation easement and, if necessary, a land 
management organization.
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5.   Consider expanding the Reserve boundary through the acquisition  

or other preservation of lands outside of the Reserve and changing the  

location of the boundary.

A.    Eastern Boundary expansion potential.
Reserve boundary should be considered as an eastward expansion of the Reserve, 
with a likely eastern boundary at O’Plaine Road. Adding natural areas and farmland 
would increase and improve the conservation value of the Reserve as well as help 
to connect Independence Grove and the rest of the Reserve trail system east to 

landowners in this area to gauge their interest in incorporating some of their land 
into the Reserve and to share the goals of the Master Plan should be a priority. 
Work with the Lake County Forest Preserve District, Libertyville Township, and 
landowners to discuss the potential for this expansion.

B.   Western Boundary expansion potential. It may be possible to connect 

(restricted through wetland mitigation) property owned by Waste Management 
property to the Prairie Crossing and Reserve trails network via a new trail. This 
future trail would connect southern Grayslake residents to Alleghany Park and 
three Metra stations before connecting to the Reserve trail system. Additional  

mitigation parcel, should be considered by the Lake County Forest Preserve  

and it is capped, exit plans call for it to converted to passive or active open space 
such as a grassland system or a combination of active and passive uses. It may be 
possible to expand the Western Reserve boundary to include these elements, as 

County fairgrounds.

6.   Any proposed new development within and adjacent to the Reserve  

should use conservation design, and green infrastructure standards  

and practices regardless of jurisdiction. Furthermore, existing  

development, redevelopment, roads, and other uses with impervious  

surfaces should incorporate green infrastructure and conservation-based 

land management measures.  
 Land use change to more intense uses within the Reserve could potentially impact 

intense uses. Open space, conservation, residential, and agricultural uses are the 
preferred uses within the Reserve. Limited low density residential use at a density of 
one unit per ten acres or less (likely to be Agricultural or Rural Estate zoning within 
municipal or county land use plans and regulations) is perhaps the most compatible 
‘intense’ use that should be allowed/proposed in the Reserve. New residential use 
should follow conservation design standards and practices using Prairie Crossing as 
one model. 

   Improvements to existing roads should also use onsite stormwater BMPs and green 

Reserve’s water resources. These practices include rain gardens, wet detention basins, 
permeable pavement, and others. Salinity is increasing in these resources, primarily 

use of salt. 

   Property management practices should also follow conservation strategies that are 
compatible with natural areas management, such as the use of native vegetation for 
landscaping, minimization of pesticide and fertilizer use, and following Conservation@
Home practices. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: OWNERSHIP IN THE RESERVE
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B. Natural Land Management 
GOAL: Expand and connect core habitats to create one of 
the most biologically diverse and enduring natural resource 
areas in northeast Illinois. Coordinate management 
activities across public and private lands to improve 
biological diversity, ecological function, and water quality 
within the Reserve, especially in the remnant natural 
communities and Illinois Nature Preserves found therein.

The Reserve provides unique opportunities to restore land and water resources at a 
landscape scale (thousands of acres) within an increasingly urbanized suburban county. 

and challenges for effective and coordinated land management activities when striving 
for improved land, water, and wildlife health.  

As was outlined in the existing conditions report there has been an extraordinary  
ongoing commitment and investment in land management and ecological restoration 
activities on both public and private lands within the Reserve. Land restoration activities 

woodland, prairie, and wetland restorations, which can be found on both public and 
private lands within the Reserve.

management challenges in the Reserve. These issues threaten the native biodiversity, 
water quality, and hydrological function that make the Reserve a natural resource of 

coming years and decades to ensure that these threats are addressed in ways that protect 
these valuable natural resources of soil, native biodiversity, and water quality:

• Soil erosion

• Invasive species

• 

• Hydrological disturbances

• Salt, sediments, fertilizers, and other water pollutants

• Nuisance wildlife species including deer, beaver, and Canada geese

• Lack of cooperative land and water management

• Habitat fragmentation

Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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Recommended Strategies
1.   Expand and connect core habitat areas (woodlands,  

wetlands, and prairie) within the Reserve. 
 For the purposes of preserving, enhancing, and expanding the Reserve’s native  

conservation potential, it is recommended that multiple large habitat blocks greater 
than 250 acres be maintained or created throughout the Reserve. Already, several 
important core habitat areas exist within the Reserve such Oak Openings, Almond 
Marsh, and Liberty Prairie Nature Preserves, and others.  Additional core habitat 

into native community restorations such as prairie, wetland, and wooded habitat.  
These restorations efforts will link the Reserve’s existing habitat blocks and remnant 
communities into larger core habitat zones, often with opportunities focused on the 
habitat needs of imperiled species. Core habitat areas may also be expanded and 
improved through the use of wetland mitigation banks that can help generate funds for 
habitat restoration and expansion. 

eared Owl, and at least six grassland birds known from the Reserve are extremely 
sensitive to habitat fragmentation. These species and additional woodland and wetland 

Resources as “species of greatest concern” and are particularly sensitive to habitat 
size. Increasing the size of core habitat areas, without fragmentation, increases the 
likelihood of attracting these species and preserving the unique assemblages  

Heritage study titled “Habitat Establishment, Enhancement and Management for 
Forest and Grassland Birds” (Herkert, Szafoni, Kleen, Schwegman) is of particular  
value to land managers.

  Identifying appropriate locations for core habitat expansion should consider using the 
Green Infrastructure Vision 2.0 tool developed by CMAP and Chicago Wilderness, which 
can be used to help identify / model green corridor connections. Resources are available 
at http://www.cmap.illinois.gov/green-infrastructure. 

2.   Develop an Integrated Pest Management Program for invasive species. 

Of all of the threats to the preservation of our native biodiversity, invasive species 
may pose the biggest. Control of invasive species is a forever proposition. Integrated 
coordination of invasive species management needs to be planned and implemented on 
natural areas that cross public and private jurisdictions. After creation of the Integrated 
Pest Management Program, memorandums of understanding should be implemented 
to control invasive species across the entire reserve area.

3.   Collect baseline data and monitor the results of restoration activities.

and establishing new baseline data on high quality natural areas that have none, is 
strongly recommended. To the degree possible, rigorous monitoring and reporting/
documenting of land management activities should be implemented to track 
effectiveness of methodologies and protocols employed.  The results of inventories  

restoration efforts.

RECOMMENDATIONS: NATURAL LAND MANAGEMENT

Controlling Japanese Knotweed. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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4.   Control soil erosion. 

natural resources and a source of impairments to  water quality in lakes, streams, and 

and hydric 
soils from seasonal crop production and converting to natural prairies, wetlands 
savannas, or perennial grass crops such as hay. In areas where severe soil erosion has 

Libertyville Township’s Bull Creek headwaters project is a good example of BMPs to 
correct a worsening erosion problem.

5.   Develop a cooperative plan for controlled burning.  
Fire, when implemented safely and consistently, is one of the most effective and 
economical land management tools available. For the past two decades public  

 
Some private landowners, including Prairie Crossing Home Owners Association,  
have also implemented controlled burning as a consistent management tool. A 

and training is needed. 

6.   Encourage participation in the Conservation@Home program for  

sustainable landscaping on developed properties within the Reserve. 
Private landowners and residents should be encouraged to join the collective land 
management strategy by engaging in Conserve Lake County’s Conservation@Home 
program, which provides landowners with information on ways to make properties 
more supportive of conservation practices and biodiversity goals.

management recommendations for land and water resources.  
 

plans and recommendations. In addition to the suggestions below, which were 
developed with input from land managers, management plans should consult the 2009 

That plan includes nine goals, 52 objectives, and 119 actions designed to help improve 
the watershed.7  

 

 7   See http://www.lakecountyil.gov/Stormwater/LakeCountyWatersheds/Pages/BullCreekDP.aspx.
A controlled burn in Liberty Prairie in 2004. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Removing invasive species. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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 The following natural areas are shown in Figure 11: Key Natural Areas (page 37). 
Landowners and managers should consider the creation of a native plant and seed 
nursery to help supply stock for restoration efforts. 

Oak Openings Nature Preserve, 73-acres, Libertyville Township 
• Maintain core remnant habitat and expand into adjacent restoration areas  

through invasive plant species control and native plant management. 

• Remove woody invasive species along the Bull’s Brook.

• Control invasive plant species, particularly reed canary grass, buckthorn, honey suckle, 
Canada thistle, phragmites, and other targeted species.

• Conduct periodic controlled burns for prairie and wetland communities.

• Augment restoration with a diverse seed mix.

•  

natural areas and/or implement more conservation minded farming practices as farm 
licenses expire. 

• 

• Assess the need for deer and beaver population control where impact is documented.

• Develop cooperation agreements with adjacent landowners to restore and manage 
their lands.

• Restoration of oak and native species, shrubs, and open canopies.

•  
increasing populations.

Liberty Prairie Nature Preserve, approximately 77-acres, Libertyville Township 
• Maintain core remnant habitat and expand into adjacent restoration areas through 

invasive plant species control and native plant management. 

• Control invasive plant species, particularly reed canary grass, buckthorn, oriental 
bittersweet, and other targeted species.

• Conduct periodic controlled burns for prairie and wetland communities.

• Augment restoration with a diverse seed mix.

• Expand State Nature Preserve.

RECOMMENDATIONS: NATURAL LAND MANAGEMENT

• Locate, assess, and monitor state and locally rare plant and animal species  
population trends.

• Remove highly erodible farm land from production and implement more conservation 
minded farming practices as farm licenses expire.

• 
headwaters of Bull Creek. 

• 
designated state nature preserve

• Explore potential trail connections to allow residents south of Liberty Prairie to access 
the Township trail system.

• 
statistically rigorous sampling protocols.

• Assess the need for deer and beaver population control where impact is documented.

•  
increasing populations.

Monitoring of Rare Species in Liberty Prairie. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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• Assess need for deer and beaver population control where impact is documented. 

• 

• Locate and assess state and locally rare plant and animal species population trends.

• Dedicate area as State Nature Preserve or other protective covenant.

• Determine hydroperiods of surface water runoff through sites ditches; determine if 
alterations can/should be made.

•  
increasing populations.

Saint Francis Woods, approximately 300-acres, part of Independence Grove 
Forest Preserve 
• Control invasive plant species, particularly buckthorn, Oriental bittersweet, hedge 

parsley, garlic mustard, and other targeted species

• Conduct periodic controlled burns on woodland, forest, and savanna communities

• Augment early successional woodland, savanna, and prairie restorations with diverse 
seed mix.

• Expand existing reforestation plantings where habitat fragmentation can be reduced.

• Continue deer population control where impact is documented. 

• 
statistically rigorous sampling protocols.

• Locate, monitor, and assess state and local rare plant and animal population trends.

• 

• Evaluate heron rookery needs and future viability.

•  
increasing populations.

Planting restoration at Sedge Meadow. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

Ascension Sedge Meadow, approximately 180-acres, part of  
Independence Grove Forest Preserve
• Preserve additional lands that would provide additional habitat or buffers.

• Develop cooperation agreements with adjacent landowners to restore and manage 
their lands.

• Maintain core remnant habitat of federally listed eastern prairie fringed orchid and 
expand  habitat into adjacent restoration areas through invasive plant species control, 
native plant management, and orchid seed introduction

• Control invasive plant species, particularly reed canary grass, buckthorn, cattail, 
teasel, and other targeted species

• Conduct periodic controlled burns on woodland, wetland, and prairie communities.

• Augment early successional woodland and wetland restorations with diverse seed mix.

• Expand existing reforestation and prairie/wetland planting areas where fragmentation 
can be reduced.
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Almond Marsh Forest Preserve, approximately 530-acres
• Control invasive plant species, particularly reed canary grass, buckthorn,  

cattail, teasel, and other targeted species

• Conduct periodic controlled burns on woodland, wetland, and prairie communities

• Augment early successional woodland, prairie, and wetland restorations with diverse 
seed mix.

• Expand existing reforestation, prairie, and wetland planting areas where fragmentation 
can be reduced.

• Conduct management to augment monotypical stands of prairie restoration areas. 
Enhance with more conservative species.

• Assess need for deer and beaver population control where impact is documented. 

• 
statistically rigorous sampling protocols.

• Locate and assess state and locally rare plant and animal species population trends.

• Determine if water control structures are impacting hydrology and, if so, able  
to be removed. Conduct hydrological assessment to determine factors driving  
wetland habitats.

• 

•  
increasing populations.

RECOMMENDATIONS: NATURAL LAND MANAGEMENT

Oak-lined streambank along Bull’s Brook. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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C. Agricultural Land Management 
GOAL: Create a more resilient and robust local food and 
sustainable agriculture system that contributes to land 
and water health within the Liberty Prairie Reserve by 
incorporating farmland stewardship practices that build 
soil health, reduce erosion, and increase biological diversity.

Biological farming is a systems approach that compliments nature by focusing on 

Biological farming views soil as a living entity with three properties: chemical (nutrients), 
physical (air and water), and biological (soil life). The biological farming system requires 
different management along with a balanced approach to fertilizers that include much 

The Six Rules of Biological Farming8

1.  Test and balance your soils. Feed the soil. Healthy soils will feed the crop.

2.  Use fertilizers which do the least damage to soil life and plant roots. Monitor salt and 
ammonia levels. Use a balance of nutrients, with a balance of soluble and insoluble 
forms to slow release and control pH. Use homogenized micronutrients, add carbon 
and place the supplements properly to enhance performance. 

3.  Use pesticides, herbicides, biotechnology, and nitrogen in minimum amounts and only 
when absolutely necessary.

4.  Create maximum plant diversity by using green manure crops and tight rotations

5.  Use tillage to control the decay of organic materials and to control soil, air, and water. 
Combinations of zone tillage, shallow incorporation of residues, and deep tillage work 
great on many farms. 

Feed the soil life, using carbon from compost, green manures, livestock manures, and 
crop residues. Apply calcium from a source readily available to plants.

Several Reserve stakeholders including Lake County Forest Preserve District, Conserve 
Lake County, Liberty Prairie Foundation, and Openlands are working toward establishing 
more local food production and sustainable farming throughout Lake County. 

The GO TO 2040 plan calls for the entire region to increase local food production and to 
incorporate more ecologically sustainable farm practices because of the triple bottom line 

Conserve Lake County and the Forest Preserve District have committed to sustainable 

Business Development Center at Prairie Crossing have been regional leaders in local, 
organic food production with nearly 100 acres in production. The Farm Business 
Development Center continues to develop new commercial farming operations that have 
transitioned from the center to successful independent farm businesses elsewhere in 
Lake County.

Landowners working through land use and management decisions over the coming years 
will help determine the degree to which core habitat expansion and local, sustainable 
agricultural production can both be achieved within the Reserve.  

8   Adapted from the Midwest Bio-Ag Center.
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Recommended Strategies
1.  Increase soil organic matter and reduce erosion across  

all agricultural land within the Reserve. 

protect environmental quality. Soil also has to function well. It must hold nitrogen, 
phosphorus, and pesticides in place and keep them out of surface water. Soil must 
deliver nutrients and water to plants as they need them. Soil should minimize the 

  The level of soil organic matter is directly related to the amount of water that soil can 
absorb and hold. Increasing soil organic matter will in turn decrease soil erosion that 
stems from heavy rains.  

2.   Encourage farmers and farmland owners to convert operations to be more 

complementary to the Reserve natural areas, which may include biologically-

based farming practices, sustainable food production, pasturing livestock, 

and other products and production methods.  
Farming and agricultural land management practices can impact natural resources 
in a variety of ways, though some practices are considered more complementary to 
natural resource management goals than others. Conventional farming practices can 

follow the Six Rules of Biological Farming. The soil management recommendations 
are appropriate across a broad range of production systems, from annual row crop or 

system, more detailed farmland management practices should be developed. These 
practices may be incorporated into farm leases and licenses as they are renewed, as 
explored in recommendation 5.

RECOMMENDATIONS: AGRICULTURAL LAND MANAGEMENT

  Organic and sustainable food production operations can also be complementary to 
natural resource management goals. In fact, as sustainable farming becomes more 
prevalent, and the demand for organic and locally grown products increases, there 
is a growing advantage for land owners to transition land into sustainable local food 
production. The growth of the local food sector will continue to shape the future of 
farming in the Reserve. Local food production is in many ways a different system 
of farming requiring different lease structures and building infrastructure than the 
conventional corn and bean rotation farming that has dominated the use of the land 
since the 1950s. Local food production includes diverse vegetable operations, grass/

permaculture operations, even medicinal plant production.   

  Another potentially complementary agricultural operation is rotational grazing and 

a vegetative cover that helps build soil carbon and fertility, reduces soil erosion, 
increases groundwater recharge, supports wildlife, and helps protect and improve 
water and air quality.

  Figure 4: Agricultural Landowners 
to infrastructure important for small scale, fruit and vegetable farming operations, 
such as water, electricity, and residential and other structures. While these properties 
may currently be ready for food production operations, infrastructure can be added to 
other properties to make them more attractive for growing food, though this can be an 
expensive investment for some landowners and tenants. Nonetheless, the presence 
of these infrastructure assets should be used to help prioritize sites for conversion to 
food production.



LIBERTY PRAIRIE RESERVE MASTER PLAN66

3.   Consider the conversion of agricultural land that has highly  

erodible or hydric soils to core natural areas  
Erodible and hydric soils tend to be sensitive to disturbance and should be managed 
with care.10 Landowners with highly erodible soils should develop and implement 
transition plans to minimize erosion as soon as possible, either by adjusting land, water, 
and soil management practices, or by removing from annual production altogether. 
One of the best ways to protect water quality in Bull’s Brook and Bull Creek is to 
reduce the severity of soil erosion within the watershed. Over the past 10 years public 
and private farmland owners have taken more than 75 acres of hydric and steeply 
sloped highly erodible soils out of production and begun restoring them to natural 

resource use — keeping them in agricultural production with better soil management 
practices, converting them to perennial pasture lands, or conversion to core natural 
areas. Farmers should be required to prepare soil erosion and sediment control plans 
to minimize water and wind erosion of farmland. Plans should include cover cropping, 

waterways. 

  Some of the farmed areas that are adjacent to high quality core habitat areas, as shown 
in Figure 16: Agricultural Land, Open Space, and Management Areas
should also be considered for conversion/restoration from agriculture to native habitat.10    The Natural Resource Conservation Service data for erodible soils should serve as reference for where highly erodible soils 

Cover cropping.
erosion control. Regarding fertility, plowing down a winter cover of hairy vetch and rye 
can produce more than 120 pounds of nitrogen for the subsequent crop, reducing the 
amount of additional fertilizer needed. Soil cover, as provided by a cover crop, is the 
single greatest protection against water and wind erosion.

Soil amending.
microbial life, providing a kickstart to boosting soil organic matter, good soil structure, 
and the availability of the nutrients to plants.

Mineral vs. chemical fertility inputs. Most chemical based nitrogen sources are toxic 
to soil life. Their use impedes the development of healthy soil. Anhydrous ammonia 
NH3 is particularly problematic. Mineral forms of fertilizer on the other hand are both 

Examples of Biologically-based  
Farming Practices

It is recommended that farmers and/or landowners sample soil organic content  
to establish baseline soil organic levels. Baselines will help establish priorities for  
where to increase soil organic matter and will assist in understanding how various  
soil building strategies perform over time. Some baseline soil organic matter  
sampling has been done within the Reserve (Casey Farm and Prairie Crossing) and 
the results showed low levels of between 1.5 percent to 2 percent soil organic matter. 
This minimal level of soil organic matter is contributing to soil erosion and soil loss, 
especially during early spring and late fall heavy rain events when soil is exposed. 
Increase in soil organic matter of 1 percent holds an additional 60,000 gallons of water 
per acre within the soil system.9 A target of at least 5 percent soil organic matter on 
agricultural lands within the Reserve is recommended, and some areas of the Prairie 
Crossing farm are measuring 6-7 percent organic matter following approximately 15 
years of active soil management.

Soil Organic Matter

A crimper with cover crops on agricultural land. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.
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4.   Investigate the use of performance standards and lease  

terms to encourage better land management practices.  
Landowners should investigate performance standards and leasing arrangements 
that encourage agricultural practices that support land and water health goals without 
dictating what to grow and what practices to use. This is particularly important for 

for indicators such as soil organic matter, soil erosion, water use, and runoff water 
quality. Performance criteria may be consistent across the board or may be tied to the 

    Despite potential challenges — such as setting performance measures and targets, 
forging common ground between stakeholders, and enforcing the standards — such 
standards can be integrated into leasing and licensing terms for tenant farmers.11 In 
such a system the tenant retains control over decisions regarding what to produce and 
in what combination, as long as the performance criteria established in the lease are 

new leases or negotiations. 

    Frequently, shorter leasing terms do not easily allow farmers enough time to 
implement the type of agricultural practices that would meet ecological performance 
standards, which can be viewed as an investment in the land by the farmer. For 
instance, if a farmer works under an annual lease, they could be less likely to practice 
crop rotation, invest in increasing the organic matter of the soil, and other actions that 
are advantageous for the health of the land and water. Short lease terms also increase 
the risk and uncertainty for farmers making other investments in infrastructure, from 
wells to outbuildings to electricity. However, lease tenure (sometimes called “tenure 
security”) also has to make sense for land owners, who often prefer not to tie up their 
lands in a single use for a long period of time, which can be perceived as reducing 
control over the use and management of property. 

period in Lake County, depending on the crop. This length can provide some security 

as needed, including performance standards, to encourage the farmer to care for the 

for land where infrastructure and good soil health are already present, longer term 
leases may be required to allow a farmer to achieve a return on investment for installing 
infrastructure or improving soil health. In summary, some land is appropriate for 
shorter lease terms, and other land is not. When considering the length of lease the 
landowner should consider pros and cons as well as a variety of factors including soil 
health, future use, restoration potential, and the presence of infrastructure.

For example, if a tenant farmer is able to build soil organic matter and reduce soil 
erosion consistently over time the farmer may be entitled to a longer lease in the future.

5.   Explore arrangements within longer term leases  

that help to manage cost and risk for tenants. 

Arrangements can be made within a longer lease to share the cost and risk and stabilize 
farm income while taking on agricultural practices that are more complimentary to 
natural resource management goals but may take some time to perfect. For instance, 

farming operations, and therefore the arrangement can build in a gradually increasing 
rental rate as the yields increase. As sustainable practices become established and the 
farmer becomes successful and practiced at managing the land appropriately, and as 
income is stabilized or increased due to increased farm productivity, rent can increase 

 
landowner and the farmer to practice sound land management to increase production 

with shared risks. Alternatively, a landowner could reduce rent in return for the 
implementation of agricultural practices intended to meet performance criteria, for 
example, rents can be reduced as soil organic matter increases, or as crop rotation is 

land, and demonstrates support for the farmer to pursue more sustainable practices 
like crop rotation. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: AGRICULTURAL LAND MANAGEMENT

11    License agreements, as compared to leases, may give landowner more rights and control than leases over activities on 
rented land.
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D. Transportation Networks: Trails and Roads 
GOAL: Create a Liberty Prairie Reserve that is safe  
and accessible to nearby residents, pedestrians, 
equestrians, bicyclists, and automobile drivers and 
preserves its rural roads. 

scenic value. It also provides recreational and transportation assets in the form of trails 

and other destinations. Understanding that transportation systems need to change 
and evolve to address changing demands and conditions, Reserve stakeholders favor a 
balanced approach to systematic change that accommodates their goals and aspirations 

investments of time, money, and thought have been made in the Reserve, and it is in the 
interest of stakeholders to protect and steward those investments in the future. 

Transportation system improvements should include strategies to expand and improve 
the trail system for a variety of users, including making them safe and accessible for law 
enforcement. Road and parking related improvements should be considered within the 
context of the unique and sensitive resources in the Reserve and the investments that 
have been made there. If deemed to be absolutely necessary, these improvements should 
take advantage of design and engineering strategies that minimize impact of roads and 
automobiles on environmental resources. 

Recommended Strategies
1.   Ensure future IL Route 53/120 improvements include not only  

environmental features but also consider trails and connections.  
The IL Route 53/120 BRAC developed a framework of Guiding Principles and Key 

modal corridor that is environmentally sustainable and socially responsible. 

  Any future highway construction should follow the recommendations adopted by the 
BRAC, avoid environmentally sensitive habitats in the Reserve, minimize and mitigate 
direct and indirect impacts, and promote alternatives to driving while improving 

value on environmental responsibility and minimal impact, and offer a new approach 
to the traditional highway corridor. In addition to the principles and recommendations, 
the BRAC vision includes design and performance standards intended to create 
a modern, visionary, and 21st Century roadway that uses the most progressive 

resource recommendations included explicit monetary commitments to 750 acres 
of land protection and restoration, view shed enhancement, trail connections, water 

stewardship. The Reserve should be aggressive in ensuring these recommendations are 

Almond Road and IL Route 120 from the North. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.

RECOMMENDATIONS: TRANSPORTATION NETWORKS
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Design Standards
•   Utilize a Classic Parkway Design with Tolling 

•   Include Four Travel Lanes 

•   Design Roadway for a Maximum Operation Speed of 45 Miles per Hour 

•    Use Pricing for Congestion Relief 

•   Utilize Onsite Stormwater Management Techniques that Mimic Natural Systems 

•   Enhance the Views of Residents and Drivers 

•   Use Innovative Roadway Lighting Techniques when Necessary 

•   Make Local Roadway Improvements for Safety and Congestion Relief 

•   Maintain Local Road Connections 

•   Consider Local Road Roundabouts 

•   Improve Connections for Bicyclists and Pedestrians in the Project Corridor 

•   Ensure Pedestrian Safety 

•   Provide Accommodation for Transit 

•    Maintain alignment of a narrow four lane boulevard on current IL Route 120 roadbed  
from Almond Road to Sears Boulevard before moving south to new right-of-way.

•   Eliminating salts in the de-icing program for the road.

 
 

of the $81 million set aside in the budget for land protection and restoration.

•    Providing a trail underpass under the new road to provide a safe connection between  
the Reserve and the communities to the north.

closing any connection or providing only a right-in right-out on the Almond Road 
south. 

Performance Standards
•   Protect Open Space 

•   Mitigate 100 percent of Direct Impacts 

•   Compensate for Wetland Impacts 

•   Compensate for All Other Impacts 

•   Ensure Plant Community Health 

•   Reduce Stormwater Runoff Volume 

•   Ensure the Highest Water Quality 

•   Protect and Enhance Streams 

•   Use Alternative De-icing Approaches 

•   Improve Air Quality 

•   Reduce Travel Time 

•   Maintain Existing Speeds on Local Roads 

•   Minimize Energy and Material Use

See http://www.illinoistollway.com/documents/10157/48743/2012-06_FinalCouncilSummaryReport_web.pdf.
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2.   Add trails where appropriate to connect  

internally and to areas outside of the Reserve 

Reserve, the County, and the region. Connecting the DPRT on the east through the 
Reserve to nearby Lake County Forest Preserve District and Libertyville Township 
Open Space lands and paths will increase recreational access and provide regional 
trail connectivity. Additionally, connections from the trails to surrounding residential 
neighborhoods would improve residents’ access to amenities inside the boundaries 
of the reserve. Recommended segments and connections include the following (see 
Figure 14: Roads and Trails
the numbering system on the map coincides with the following recommendations):

A.   To improve safety for pedestrians, bicyclists, and other users while preserving the 
character of the rural roads in the Reserve, investigate the feasibility of installing 

connect the residential neighborhoods to the north and east with the amenities in 
the Reserve and the DPRT, as well as the Metra stations. 

B.   At the intersection of Almond Road and IL Route 120, a safe crossing for 
pedestrians and people on bicycles is needed — an underpass would be ideal and is 
recommended in the BRAC report. 

C.   A trail connecting the Prairie Crossing Metra station to Grayslake Park District’s 
Alleghany Park via Fort Hill Trail is recommended, and should connect to any trails 
that are added with reconstruction of the IL Routes 53 and 120. 

D.   A trail extending south from Almond Road at Casey Road would connect to the 
regional trail system, as well as residential neighborhoods to the south.

E.   There is currently a footpath that extends northeast from a bicycle and pedestrian 
trail segment that crosses U.S. Route 45. An extension of this footpath east to 
Almond Road is recommended. 

F.   In the area around the Almond Marsh, a series of short, looping footpaths with 
educational signage and information should be investigated for feasibility to be 
constructed to take visitors through the variety of natural community types found 
there and that meet long term management goals. These footpaths would serve an 

G.  
is the Casey Trail connection to the DPRT and Independence Grove Forest Preserve, 

terminus (east of the DPRT on River Road) to the residential neighborhoods east of 
the Reserve.

H.   Create trail connections to residential neighborhoods north and south of IL Route 

I.   A sidewalk along Milwaukee Avenue has also been approved for construction and a 
connection to the DPRT along IL Route 137 will be completed in 2013

RECOMMENDATIONS: TRANSPORTATION NETWORKS

Bicyclists on Almond Road. Photo courtesy of Conserve Lake County, 2013.



LIBERTY PRAIRIE RESERVE MASTER PLAN72

3.  Incorporate educational interpretive signage into trail systems. 

  Educational interpretation signage can be incorporated into appropriate sections of 

management of agricultural lands, nature, and residential areas. Signs and trail markers 

natural materials. 

4.  Use Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design safety measures. 

  The Forest Preserve District has lower rates of crime than the County as a whole, and 
there is no evidence that new trails lead to increased crime at neighboring properties, 
but safety is nonetheless an important consideration when developing new trails. 
Using the principles of Crime Prevention through Environmental Design (CPTED) can 
help ensure continued safety. CPTED deters criminal behavior through environmental 
design. The main four principles of CPTED are:

A.   Use natural surveillance with lighting and landscaping so that people on the can 
“see and be seen.” While the trails may be closed at night, the parking areas should 

B.   Control access areas and guide people to proper entrances with walkways, fences, 
lighting, signage, and landscaping.

C.  Clearly distinguish the boundaries between public and private spaces

D.   Maintain and manage the trails so that they look pristine. The “Broken Window 
Theory” suggests that one “broken window” or nuisance sends a message of 
disrepair that leads to more “broken windows.” People don’t feel bad about littering 
in an area that is already covered in trash, but they will think twice about tossing 

5.  Ensure trail management and security in the Reserve. 

  It is important to consider who might be responsible for the continued  
maintenance and security of new trails, as well as to identify sources of funding to 
support those activities

A.   Each landowner manages and patrols trails under their jurisdiction.  
Management and patrolling of any new trails in the Reserve will need to be 
addressed by individual landowners unless otherwise arranged.  

B.   Trail markings are helpful to give the trail users a sense of direction and  
orientation to determine where they are along the trail. Educational and 
interpretive signage is more important along the footpaths within the reserve than 
it is on the regional trail connections. Trail markers and maps should use materials 
that match the surrounding environment, yet stand out enough to be noticed. The 

system built with treated timber posts in various sizes, and with appropriate 
attachments (map, directional signage, etc.). 

Cyclists and walkers sharing the path in Independence Grove. Photo courtesy of Kim Karpeles.
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6.  Consider end users when designing paths. 

  The majority of trails through the Reserve should be designed for pedestrians, 
bicyclists, skiers, horseback riders, and other low impact users. The 1991 OPRP 
recommends that in some cases the uses be separated for highest quality experience. 
Equestrian use of trails close to stables is important, but concerns over hoof divots 
and invasive plant species should be considered when determining access to sensitive 
habitats such as those found in the Reserve. The OPRP also recommends that 
horseback riding occur on trails distinctly separate from the walking and biking paths, 
often just a clearly marked earthen path. 

  Some trails, as indicated on the map, should be strictly for pedestrians, serving to 
enhance environmental awareness while protecting the sensitive habitat. Footpaths 

7.  Design improvements that respect sensitive habitats. 

  Transportation improvements should consider impacts on the environment and 
character of the Reserve. The design, location, and construction of roads, trails, and 
paths require special attention when done in close proximity to wetlands. Floodplains 
and wetlands should be avoided unless it is infeasible to do so, and then design should 
consider minimizing impact. 

A.   Continue to work with the Illinois Tollway and BRAC to ensure that future 
improvements to IL Route 53/120 corridors minimize impact on natural 
resources, particularly Almond Marsh, as consistent with the IL Route 120 
vision: a 21st Century “modern boulevard” that adheres to the guiding principles, 
key recommendations, and design and performance standards outlined in 

road improvements should preserve the environment and character of the 

environmental enhancements and sustainable practices in all aspects of project 
development, implementation and operations, and create a modern boulevard that 
serves as a national and international model. 

B.   Because of the sensitive nature of the Almond Marsh, and the impacts that different 

trails be evaluated for feasibility and considered for the Almond Marsh area, and 
they can be used for environmental education classes. They should be natural 

C.   Most other paths will be intended for bicycle, pedestrian, and / or equestrian 

recommended for safe passing — as indicated in the OPRP. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: TRANSPORTATION NETWORKS
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8.  Improve safety on Reserve roads by reducing speeding and dangerous driving 

  Speeding along Almond and Casey Roads has resulted in several fatalities, many 

on nearby roads, and distracted drivers have been known to drive off the narrow road. 
With trails established for pedestrians and bicyclists along Almond and Casey Roads, 
the addition of rumble strips to roadway edges will help prevent drivers from running 

sought. Informational electronic signs displaying drivers’ speed can be effective at 
reducing speeding, but additional speeding enforcement may be necessary. Consider a 
uniform speed limit for Reserve roads. Consider limiting access to the Reserve at Casey 
and Almond Roads. The creation of a Slow Zone, enforced with speeding cameras, could 
also be considered if speeding continues to be a problem. Also consider encouraging 
bicyclists to use the trails and trail system rather than Reserve roads. Finally, when 
resurfacing or improving roads consider adding a minimum of three feet of paved 
shoulders for safer cycling and driver interface. 

9.  Implement shared parking agreements. 

  The development of new parking within the Reserve is not recommended because of 

would like to provide a small parking lot to allow residents to access Township holdings 
in the Reserve. Beyond this, the best solution for creating additional parking without 
having negative impacts is to create shared parking agreements with existing nearby 
parking lots on the edges of the Reserve and close to trails or other access points. The 
local Metra station to the west of the Reserve or the Connections Day School both have 
parking lots which are underutilized on the weekends. Signage between the parking 
and the trails will be necessary. Also, consider shared parking agreements with nearby 
Independence Grove Forest Preserve and/or Libertyville Division of Motor Vehicles 

access, and Township will explore ways to improve access to its land holdings to 
nearby residents.
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Chapter 
Title
4. Conclusion
This Master Plan for the Liberty Prairie Reserve proposes a model of exceptional 
land, water and biodiversity health where public and private landowners manage 
their land in ways that sustain people, plants and wildlife. We envision people 
enjoying, enhancing, and restoring the Reserve’s rich array of natural areas.  
Additionally the Reserve’s agricultural values and heritage will be celebrated 
and continued in ways that support clean water, healthy soils, and a diversity of 
agricultural products and foods.

and around the Reserve have created the need to update the plan to continuing to actively manage the natural, 
agricultural, and historic assets in and around the Reserve in the most appropriate way. The updated plan 
approaches this goal through a framework of recommendations intended to help guide decision making to 
ensure that land use, management, and change are complementary to the overarching goal of the Reserve: to 
protect and enhance land and water health within the mosaic of land uses in the Reserve. It is the hope of this plan 
that improved coordination of land management activities can make them more complementary and mutually 

resources and expand core habitats, as well as towards a greater degree of local food production, are just two 
elements of this complementary approach. 

and representatives of regional and state agencies are encouraged to adopt this plan as an indication of general 
agreement with its philosophy and recommendations. Through ongoing meetings and discussions about best 
approaches to managing the Reserve landscapes, additional best practices and recommendations will emerge, 
approaches and recommendations will change, and updates to this plan will need to be made. A planning council 
of dedicated stakeholders in the Reserve (the Liberty Prairie Reserve Stakeholder Partnership) is envisioned as 
an initial step towards achieving these goals and implementing strategies to achieve the best possible outcome for 
the Reserve and its residents. 
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Liberty Prairie Reserve Acronyms
AADT

BC-BB Plan

BMPs   Best Management Practices

BRAC   Blue Ribbon Advisory Council

CMAP   Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning

CPTEP  Crime Prevention through Environmental Design

DPRT   Des Plaines River Trail

HUD   U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development

LTA    Local Technical Assistance

MD-N   Milwaukee District North

NCS   North Central Service

OPRP   Oak Prairie Reserve Protection and Management Plan
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