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through a wearying process of approvals. Even drainage districts are required
to hold hearings and obtain permits from the Army Corps of Engineers for
projects to keep the drainage ways clear, and the districts’ work requires court
approval before they may spend their coliected assessments. A partial list:of
agencies with license or permit requirements for one particular project for the
West Skokie Drainage District in the 1990s included the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers; the lllinois EPA; the lllinois Department of Natural Resources; the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; the Lake County Stormwater Management
Commission; the Lake County Forest Preserve District; the Canadian Pacific
Railway; the Elgin, Joliet, and Eastern Railway; METRA; the v1llages of Deerfield
and Green Oaks; and the cities of Highland Park and Lake Forest.”

Acting like a Watershed

This book is the biography of a river, a river that is a microcosm of urban
rivers everywhere. It is important to remember that there is an entire watershed
involved here, not just a slim ribbon of water. In the beginning of the book, we
emphasized that a river is only a collection of drops of water that fall upona: :
watershed and eventually make their way by gravity to a waterway. Thus, there
is no running from the reality that, even if the land along the stream or in the
floodplain is protected, river water quality will suffer if most land surfaces
throughout the watershed are developed or if runoff is rapid and loaded with
impurities. Scientists study non-point-source pollution, contaminants that load
up the river but that do not originate from one obvious source.

Land use in our urban watershed is an everchanging kaleidoscope. The
quality of the river for its aquatic organisms reflects the historic and current
land use in the watershed, which, in turn, reflects the social, political, econom-
ic, and aesthetic policies of its residents. Today, engineers, architects, planners,
builders, and developers are just beginning to create environmentally-sensitive
residential landscapes that combine clustered housing and open land. More
projects with environmentally sound visions will be needed to come closer to-a
healthy river.

The polluters and drainers of the early years were most llkely unaware of
the specific ecological fate of the faster runoff and the contaminants they were
contributing to the river. But now we know the consequences with certainty.
The question is how to combat these consequences in the face of contmumg ~
development in the watershed.

A Chicago Tribune article on December 28, 1969, “Chicago River North
Branch Cleaning Begun,” features an interview with Dr. Walter Dalitsch, head
of the West Skokie Drainage Ditch Commission. Quoting the article:

The flow of water in the system has greatly increased in recent years.
[Quoting Dr. Dalitsch:] “Much of the pasture land which used to absorb
the rainfall has been replaced by paving. This means much more water runs
into our system and makes the clearing of obstructions very important.” . . .
The channel south of Lake County is under the jurisdiction of the Metropoli-
tan Sanitary District of Greater Chicago. “We are planning in the near future to
discuss with them the possibility of their clearing their portion of the Chicago
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Who’s in Charge Here? – Referring to the Chicago River
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The Invisible Flood of 1992

Rivers, like humans and animals, have territories. If you trespass upon a
river's territory, that is, its watershed, as the Chicago region has done by
channelizing, rerouting, and building in its wetlands, it is best to remember that
you are an intruder and that the river may try to reclaim its own. Chicago’s
Loop leamned this lesson the hard way in mid-April, 1992, when the river
seemed to find an escape route to what had been its old marshlands. The river
flowed down an opening along timber pile that had been installed for bridge
protection. It went on a binge, spilling into an old freight tunnel system that had
been installed 42 feet beneath the city’s surface 100 years earlier for delivering
materials among the downtown buildings. To the casual observer above
ground, the river looked exactly the same as it had the day before. It looked
like business as usual. But companies in towers with basements connected to
the old tunnels knew differently. It took millions of dollars and what seemed
like as many days to isolate the damaged portion under the river by plugging
the tunnel and then dewatering the flooded systems.” The unruly river was
confined again firmly into the channel where people store it, thinking
themselves safe from its natural tendencies. It is best to respect a river, even one
as sluggish as the Chicago.

Who’s in Charge Here?

An archivist assisting in this project asked “Who is in charge of this river?
Who owns it?” The bemused answer we gave was, “it depends.” The water in
the stream belongs to the state. The state has jurisdiction over all of the animals
in the stream as it does over all land animals. Beyond that, a plethora of
agencies, from national to local, have decision-making powers over some
aspect of the river. A landowner with riparian rights may own to the centerline
of the river bottom, thus being responsible for the banks. The U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers has permitting authority over wetlands and over navigable
sections of the river, to ensure that no work impedes the federal navigation
channel, which is strictly defined on maps. On the Chicago River, the Corps’
Chicago District oversees the Main Branch, anything called the North Branch
up to the confluence of the West Fork and the Skokie River/Middle Fork, the
North Shore Channel, the South Branch, and the South Fork (Bubbly Creek).
The Corps also has responsibility for the lock at Lake Michigan. Although it
seems geographically odd, the Corps’ Rock Island District has historically
overseen both the O'Brien Lock and Dam on the Calumet and the Sanitary and
Ship Canal.

The U.S. EPA, the lllinois EPA, and the lllinois Pollution Control Board have
authority over water quality. The lllinois Department of Natural Resources
(IDNR) Office of Water Resources is responsible for carrying out federal and
state policies on allocation of water diverted from Lake Michigan and over the
capacity of floodways to carry stormwater. Individual communities have a
large measure of control through their zoning powers and use of land adjacent
to the river. Any public or private agency wanting to alter the waterway must go




