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FRONT COVER: Although a natural phenome-
non (more or less), Chicago’s waterways are
much about people—those who live, work or
play along its varied shores. These are the peo-
ple who will—through care and common
visions—determine the future of this great
waterway. Views of the river and its people
overlay a visitors map of the City and the main
branch of the Chicago River. Clockwise from
upper right, aerial view of Lake Michigan, the
Chicago River and the City of Chicago (photo-
graph by Richard E. Carter); North Mayfair
neighborhood volunteers planting the
Gompers Park wetlands along the North
Branch of the Chicago River (courtesy of
Chicago Park District); Glenbrook North High
School students monitoring the health of area
rivers (courtesy of Mike Piskel); and Urban
Canoe Adventures (U-CAN) river guide trainees
practicing their newly-acquired canoe skills
(courtesy of Friends of the Chicago River).

TITLE PAGE: Residents participating in small
focus groups (Chapter 2, Nearby Neighbor-
hood Residents’ Images and Perceptions of the
River) were asked to express their feelings of
the river through crayon drawings. The draw-
ing shown characterizes a participant’s impres-
sion of the Chicago River (“Main Branch”) by
depicting sailboats, bascule (movable) bridges
and high-rise architecture.
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In 1979, Chicago magazine published an article entitled,
“Our Friendless River” by Robert Cassidy, who pointedly
described the need for individuals or an organization to
develop a vision for the Chicago River’s future and to care for
it. In response to his compelling article, an overwhelming
number of concerned citizens cried, “I care! What can I do?”
This powerful article gave impetus to individuals forming the
Friends of the Chicago River, an organization dedicated to
the protection and improvement of the Chicago River
system.

During the 1970’s and 1980’s, substantial improvements to
water quality had been accomplished by the Metropolitan
Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago through the
implementation of numerous pollution and flood control
projects. These innovative projects have revived the ecologi-
cal health of area waterways through increased fish popula-
tions, streamside vegetation and wildlife habitat.

Improved water quality, the scarcity of suitable open space,
and the river’s new-found “friends” spurred a renewed aware-
ness of the Chicago River. Area residents began to view the
waterways as important resources and community assets, and
recognized the need for continued environmental improve-
ments and the opportunity for increased recreation.
Responding to this interest, the Friends of the Chicago River
organized a series of public forums in 1991 and 1992 called
“Voices from the Stream” to emphasize the river’s attributes and
identify opportunities for future improvements. Building on the
results of these forums, a workplan for future river studies
was completed by the Friends and the National Park Service.

INITIATION OF CHICAGORivers
DEMONSTRATION PROJECT

Local efforts emphasized by the forums drew the attention of
Congress, resulting in the initiation of the ChicagoRivers
Demonstration Project in 1993. Established as a collaborative
effort, project goals emphasize the development of an action
plan for river enhancements, initiation of community-based
activities and application as a national “model” for revitalizing
degraded urban rivers. At its outset, project participants
decided that the study area should encompass the North
Branch of the Chicago River, North Shore Channel, Chicago
River, South Branch of the Chicago River, Chicago Sanitary
and Ship Canal, and Calumet-Sag Channel. Comprising 156
miles of natural and constructed waterways, this study area
provides the diversity of corridor settings, land uses, popula-
tion, and issues expected of a national model. In effect, the
Chicago and Calumet River systems became a “classroom” for
community organizing and river enhancements.

Comprehensive resource assessments encompassing a range
of topics have been completed by many agencies participat-
ing in the project:

• Metropolitan Water Reclamation District of Greater Chicago
provided existing water quality data, information on pollu-
tion and flood control activities, and assisted with a related
U.S. Bureau of Mines study to assess contaminated river bed
sediments and develop model techniques for reclamation.

• U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Chicago District compiled
data on land use, hazardous waste sites and sociocultural
characteristics and conducted a telephone survey of recre-
ation use and resident perceptions of the waterways.

• USDA Forest Service, North Central Research Station
assessed existing recreational uses and perceptions of the
river and identified desired changes expressed by a variety
of area residents and organizations.

• U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Chicago Metro Wetlands
Office conducted an inventory of existing habitat, fish-
eries and wetland areas and delineated priority areas for
the future wetland and habitat improvements.

A parallel effort, conducted by the Friends of the Chicago
River, involved community outreach and river constituency
development. Using a variety of techniques, the outreach
program has increased citizen awareness, strengthened the
connection between people and the waterway, articulated
“visions” for future river uses and enhancements, and estab-
lished a grassroots constituency to support implementation.

Combining resource capabilities with citizen needs, an action
agenda provides direction for developing future recreational
uses and implementing specific resource enhancement pro-
jects throughout the waterway. Based on community
“visions” for both the overall waterway and individual river
reaches (sections), the implementation of various projects,
policies and programs will provide an effective and compre-
hensive means of achieving future recreation facilities and
resource enhancements.

Project efforts and effective constituency development have
already led to specific demonstration activities involving wet-
land restoration, recreation development and environmental
education. These initial actions have been greatly assisted by
the Urban Resources Partnership program; local government
including the City of Chicago Department of Environment,
the Chicago Park District, the Forest Preserve District of
Cook County, and the Lake County Forest Preserve District;
neighborhood groups such as the North Mayfair Improve-
ment Association and Chicago Youth Centers; and youth
organizations such as “Fishin’ Buddies!” Youth Fishing Club.
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ABSTRACT

This report describes an interrelated set of social science investigations

conducted for the ChicagoRivers Demonstration Project. The purpose of

these studies was to understand how user and interest groups currently

perceive and use the Chicago and Calumet River corridors, and how

they would like to see the corridors improved for recreation and related

values. An introductory chapter defines overall research objectives and

presents a framework for identifying important groups, settings, and

issues for study. Four subsequent chapters address these dimensions

with respect to a) nearby neighborhood residents, b) on-site recreation-

al users, c) resource experts, and d) recreation habitats. Three additional

chapters briefly summarize support studies which assessed a) the out-

door needs of Chicago residents, b) the leisure needs and preferences of

Chinese Americans living in Chinatown, and c) the recreational use of

the Chicago River system by canoeists, kayakers and rowers. A final

chapter summarizes and synthesizes findings from all these studies (as

well as the findings from a metropolitan-wide telephone survey of area

residents published in the ChicagoRivers Demonstration Project document

entitled, “Resident Use and Perception of the Chicago and Calumet

Rivers”), and suggests directions for corridor planning and management.
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PREFACE

Back in 1992, when an aide to U.S. Congressman Sidney
Yates asked us to get involved in a research project on the
Chicago River, we knew little about the journey we had in
store. The USDI National Park Service (NPS) and the Friends
of the Chicago River (Friends) had recommended that our
office, the Chicago unit of the Forest Service’s North Central
Research Station, “undertake a user needs and resource per-
ception study of the Chicago River.” The task seemed straight-
forward enough, and we felt the project fit well within our
mission and capabilities in urban forestry and river recreation
research. Without hesitation, we signed onto the fledgling
“Chicago River Urban Multiple Objective River Corridor
Demonstration Project,” which in time would become
known as “ChicagoRivers.”

In early meetings with staff from NPS and Friends, we dis-
cussed what kinds of information were needed about user
needs and resource perceptions. We were joined in these dis-
cussions by representatives from local and federal agencies in
the Chicago area who would be addressing other resource
concerns in the ChicagoRivers project. For the social compo-
nent, key questions included: What images do people hold of
the Chicago River? How do people perceive water quality,
safety, aesthetics, and other issues? How do these percep-
tions affect use of the river and its associated lands? How is
the corridor used, where, by whom, and for what? How can
the corridor be improved for recreation and related values? 

In these same sessions, we also defined the scope of the area
to be studied. A decision was made to take on a 156-mile cor-
ridor that stretched from the headwaters of the North Branch
of the Chicago River near the Wisconsin border, south to the
mouth of the Calumet River near Indiana, and southwest
along the Chicago Sanitary and Ship Canal to Lockport, IL.
This would ensure that diverse settings, groups, and issues
would be addressed.

Our “straightforward” study soon grew quite complex. It was
obvious that a multiple-study approach was needed to gather
information of sufficient breadth and depth. As principal
investigators, we designed and implemented an interrelated
set of studies to address key questions about user needs and
resource perceptions, and we assembled a research team to
help us carry out the studies. Four principal studies by the
Forest Service would supply the primary base of information
about groups, settings, and issues. The U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers would take the lead on a fifth study, looking at
corridor residents across the entire metropolitan region.

The principal Forest Service studies focused on nearby neigh-
borhood residents, on-site recreational users, resource
experts, and recreation habitats. In addition to these princi-
pal studies, we coordinated and helped fund three support
studies that dealt with additional neighborhood communities
along the river; with the Chinatown community area, where
major new park development is planned; and with canoeists,
kayakers, and rowers who have used the river.

Assembling this wealth of information was as much of a chal-
lenge as designing and implementing the studies themselves.
The challenge was especially great for the qualitative studies,
as we worked to make order out of the small mountains of
interview transcripts on our desks. Because each study had
unique information to offer, we decided to present each as an
independent chapter, tied together with introductory and
concluding chapters. The four principal studies by the Forest
Service appear as full chapters in this technical report. Also
included here are brief summary chapters for the three sup-
port studies. The Army Corps study of corridor residents
appears in a separate volume in this technical report series.

This publication required the efforts of many people, not just
the principal investigators. Those who conducted and assist-
ed in the individual studies are identified in each of the sepa-
rate chapters; we thank them all and hope that by bringing
their work together we have added to the utility of their indi-
vidual efforts. Any errors in reporting the findings of these
studies are ours alone.

We also thank the ChicagoRivers partners and our colleagues
at the Forest Service for contributing their time and ideas. We
especially thank Wink Hastings of the National Park Service
Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program and
Laurene von Klan of the Friends of the Chicago River for
involving us in ChicagoRivers, and our Project Leader John
Dwyer.

Finally, we thank the many hundreds of study participants
who gave us their valuable time and spoke freely with us
about their knowledge of and feelings for the Chicago River.
We hope that this report produced from their contributions
will work to improve the river they care for so deeply.

Paul H. Gobster and Lynne M. Westphal

Principal Investigators
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