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M 
unicipalities 

and agen-

cies that 

operate wastewater 

treatment plants within 

the Des Plaines River 

watershed in Lake 

County are taking water 

quality issues into their 

own hands by forming 

the Des Plaines River Watershed Workgroup (DRWW). 

The Workgroup is a voluntary, dues paying, membership 

organization that will monitor water chemistry, sediment, 

and biology within the Des Plaines River and its tributaries. 

The group will then develop projects to improve water 

quality based on scientific data. 

Illinois EPA has expressed strong support and recommend-

ed the formation of the group to take on water quality prob-

lems at the local level. “I’m delighted!” was Marcia 

Willhite’s, Chief of the Bureau of Water for the Illinois 

EPA, response to the new initiative. 

The Workgroup membership consists of municipalities, 

wastewater treatment plant agencies, environmental groups 

including sub-watershed groups, consultants, and con-

cerned citizens. The DRWW will meet quarterly, be gov-

erned by a set of bylaws and an elected executive board. 

Annual dues will be used to implement a comprehensive, 

watershed-wide monitoring program. The data collected for 

the monitoring program along with a watershed plan pro-

posed for development, will be the basis for implementing 

water quality improvements by the group membership. The 

DRWW dues will be used as local match for a Section 319 

grant to complete an umbrella watershed-based plan that 

will cover the entire Des Plaines River watershed within 

Lake County, integrating and updating existing sub-

watershed plans, like the one completed for Bull Creek-

Bull’s Brook in 2009. The Des Plaines watershed plan will 

include an action plan for implementing projects watershed 

wide. SMC recently submitted a 319 grant application to 

Illinois EPA for this effort. 

The DRWW is expected to provide: 

 Water quality improvements in the Des Plaines River 

and its tributaries, such as Bull Creek and Bull’s 

Brook; 

 Local decision making regarding how to improve wa-

ter quality in the most cost effective and efficient 

manner; 

 Cost savings for agency members working together 

and making decisions locally, which in turn saves 

money for taxpayers; 

 Shared monitoring effort examining water chemistry, 

sediment chemistry, fish, and aquatic bugs; and 

 Education and outreach materials on pollutants of 

concern and ways to make a difference for municipal-

ities, Homeowners Associations, and residents. 

“Collectively, the Workgroup will reduce the financial 

burden on local municipalities and wastewater treatment 

plants to meet Illinois EPA water quality standards with 

the ultimate goal of improving the Des Plaines River and 

its tributaries,” Andrea Cline, SMC Water Resources Pro-

fessional. 

The Des Plaines River is listed by the Illinois EPA as im-

paired for phosphorus, fecal coliform, chloride and other 

pollutants. These pollutants are a result of point and non-

point source pollution. Point source pollution comes from 

wastewater discharged through a pipe from a factory or 

wastewater treatment plant. Nonpoint source pollution 

comes from a variety of sources such as lawns, roads, 

parking lots and roofs. Stormwater flowing over the land 

surface picks up pollutants such as excess nutrients 

(phosphorus), sediment, pesticides, fecal coliform and 

metals that are flushed off and carried to lakes, creeks and 

rivers when it rains.   

Seventy percent of the water bodies that are assessed for 

water quality within the Des Plaines River watershed do 

not meet Illinois EPA’s requirements to support aquatic 

life, swimming and other recreational activities, and fish 

consumption. The Workgroup’s goal is to improve water 

quality so that these water bodies, such as the Des Plaines 

River and its tributaries, can be removed from the State’s 

impaired waters list. The workgroup model to remedy   

water quality impairments is being successfully imple- 
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mented within the Chicago region by the DuPage River Salt 

Creek Workgroup, Fox River Study Group, and the Lower 

DuPage River Watershed Coalition. 

For more information about the newly forming Des Plaines 

River Watershed Workgroup, attend the August 28th meet-

ing of the watershed council or contact Andrea Cline, 

acline@lakecountyil.gov; (847) 377-7710. You can also 

watch SMC’s website for more information. 

Continued on page 5 

Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs) 

& Algal Toxins 

Workgroup…-continued from p. 3. 

W 
hat are Blue-Green Algae? 

Blue-green algae are microscopic organisms 

that occur naturally in Illinois lakes and 

streams. Despite their name, blue-green algae are actually 

types of bacteria known as cyanobacteria. When certain 

conditions are present, such as high nutrient and light lev-

els, these organisms can reproduce rapidly. This dense 

growth of algae is called a “bloom.” Blue-green algal 

blooms can discolor the water or produce floating scums 

on the surface of the water, especially along shorelines. 

While blooms can occur at any time of year, they are pri-

marily a concern during the summer months because that 

is when people are likely to come in contact with them. 

What are Harmful Algal Blooms? 

While most blue-green algal blooms are not harmful, some 
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can be. When the blooms decay, they consume a lot of 

oxygen in the lake, killing off other plants and animals. 

Under certain conditions that are not well understood, 

some blue-green algae are capable of producing algal tox-

ins that could pose a health risk or harm people and ani-

mals when exposed to them in large enough quantities 

(Harmful Algal Blooms, or “HABs”). 

While there are many different known algal toxins, the 

most common one found in Illinois is called microcystin, a 

known liver-damaging toxin. Adverse health effects could 

occur when waters exhibiting a blue-green algal bloom are 

swallowed, come in contact with skin, or when airborne 

droplets containing toxins are inhaled while swimming, 

boating, waterskiing, tubing, bathing or showering. Pets 

are also at risk when allowed to drink or swim in surface 

water containing a blue-green algal bloom. Health effects 

can include asthma-like symptoms, abdominal pain, vom-

iting, diarrhea, rashes, or nervous system effects depend-

ing on the exposure level and type of toxin present in the 

water. 

According to an August 4, 2014 National Geographic Dai-

ly News story Driven by Climate Change, Algae Blooms 

Behind Ohio Water Scare Are New Normal, “Climate 

change and increased runoff are triggering more potential-

ly toxic blooms. Some of [the increase in blooms] can be 

attributed to global climate change,” said Timothy Davis, 

a research ecologist specializing in harmful algal blooms 

with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-

tion's (NOAA) Great Lakes Environmental Research La-

boratory in Ann Arbor, Michigan. “Climate change is cre-

ating warming waters in many parts of the world, includ-

mailto:acline@lakecountyil.gov
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