
Fox River Summit  |  March 23, 2018

Oak Ecosystem Recovery 

in the Fox River 

Watershed & Beyond

6th Annual Fox River Summit

March 23, 2018



Fox River Summit  |  March 23, 2018

Oaks are “foundational or “keystone” species

Oaks have mutualisms with hundreds of 

fungi

Over 500 species of insects live and feed on oaks

Nearly 100 bird species nest in oak 

ecosystems

When you create a situation where 

oaks will do well, so will the other native 

plants and animals.
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In 2007, McHenry County Conservation District completed a 

county-wide inventory of remnant oak ecosystems

Wisconsin

Illinois
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This eventually led to 

an expanded analysis 

for Northeastern 

Illinois

In NE Illinois ~17% of 

original oak ecosystem 

area remains

Much was lost by 1939 -

only 27% remained at 

that point

Highly variable across 

the region
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More than 70% of what’s left is on 

private lands!
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…and the development of an Oak Ecosystems 
Recovery Plan for the Chicago Wilderness Region

Wisconsin

Illinois
Indiana

Michigan



Remnant Oak 

Ecosystems in the 

Fox River 

Watershed
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Data layers
• Pre-settlement vegetation patterns derived from the 

Public Land Survey notes of the 1800s

• Historic aerial imagery from 1930s

• Present-day aerial imagery

Remnant Oak Ecosystem Mapping
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Understanding the public land survey system (PLSS) 
notes from the 1800’s

Each state was systematically 

divided into townships 

Each township was 6 miles x 6 

miles in size

Wisconsin
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Understanding the public land survey system (PLSS) 
notes from the 1800’s
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Understanding the public land survey system (PLSS) 
notes from the 1800’s

Surveyors walked section and township lines and noted 2-4 “bearing” or “witness” trees 

at each section corner and mid-point between corners

They also noted other trees and features encountered along section lines
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Oaks dominated a large majority of wooded ecosystems in 
the original landscape – 1830’s

Oaks Non-oaksAll Trees
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Presettlement Oak 

Ecosystems
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Historic aerial imagery from 1930s
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Mapping 1930’s Oak Ecosystems
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Mapping 1930’s Oak Ecosystems
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Mapping Present day remnant oak ecosystems
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Mapping Present day remnant oak ecosystems
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Mapping 1930’s Oak Ecosystems
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Presettlement Oak 

Ecosystems

Extent of Oak 

Ecosystems in 

the Fox River 

Watershed in 

1800s

998,430 acres



Fox River Summit  |  March 23, 2018

1939 Oak 

Ecosystems

Extent of Oak 

Ecosystems in 

the Fox River 

Watershed in 

1939

141,634 acres
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Present-day Oak 

Ecosystems

Extent of Oak 

Ecosystems in 

the Fox River 

Watershed in 

present-day

96,579 acres

90% loss
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Present-day Oak 

Ecosystems

More than 90% of oak ecosystems 

left in the Fox River Watershed 

are on private lands
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Where are the best opportunities 

to buffer, expand, and re-connect 

our remaining remnants?
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The Oak Ecosystem Recovery 

Plan calls for a system of 

woodland complexes comprised 

of:

Cores: Higher quality, remnant 

ecosystems

Buffers & Corridors: Lower quality 

natural areas, reclaimed 

ecosystems, and urban / residential 

plantings

We need to identify important opportunity areas 

for oak ecosystem recovery
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Private Landowner Education & Engagement
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Private Landowner Education & Engagement
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Oaktober Citizen Science Effort
Recruiting residents to locate remaining witness trees from the 1800 Public land surveys

http://chicagorti.org/WitnessTrees
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Oak Ecosystem Recovery
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This data can inform other efforts across the region 
E.g., Crow Island Woods

Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS, AEX,

Getmapping, Aerogrid, IGN, IGP, swisstopo, and the GIS User Community

Crow Island Woods

Legend

Remnant Oak Ecosystems
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Each township was divided into 36 sections
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SE Wisconsin Pre-settlement vegetation
Data from Southeast Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission 
(SEWRPC)
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SE Wisconsin Pre-settlement vegetation
Data from Southeast Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission 
(SEWRPC)
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SE Wisconsin Pre-settlement Wooded vegetation
Data from Southeast Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission 
(SEWRPC)
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SE Wisconsin Pre-settlement Tree Species Dominance by Section
Data from David Mladenoff, University of Wisconsin - Madison
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SE Wisconsin Pre-settlement Tree Density by Section
Data from David Mladenoff, University of Wisconsin - Madison


