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Why We Monitor

The main goal of the monitoring done
by McHenry County Water Sentinels is
to find out how good the water quality
actually is in McHenry County streams.
The Illinois Environmental Protection
Agency (IEPA) and Department of
Natural Resources (DNR) periodically
sample the fish populations of McHenry
County streams and have found that
McHenry County has some of the finest
streams in the state. These “Class A”
streams support a diverse and pollution-
sensitive population of fish and mussels,
and the aquatic insects that are the base
of a stream ecosystem food chain. The
IEPA also collects chemical water qual-

ity data nine times per year at various
sites. Our monitoring supplements the periodic chemical and biological data collected by state agencies.

We have two other objectives. First, we monitor to determine the levels of nutrients in the high quality
streams found in McHenry County. Illinois, like a number of other states, has not adopted standards for
the levels of nutrients allowed in streams, despite the biannual Illinois report to Congress on the state of its
waters (draft Illinois Water Quality Report 2004) listing nutrients as one of the leading causes of impair-
ment of Illinois streams. The United States Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) has directed Illi-
nois and other states to prepare to adopt such standards, appropriate for the climate, ecology and biology of
each individual state. The USEPA has prepared a guidance describing the levels of nutrients it believes are
likely to be found in pristine streams and lakes in Illinois. Some have disputed the USEPA criteria as un-
achievable in Illinois. Our monitoring will point out such pristine streams for protection.

Our second objective is to gather data on the levels of pollutants in McHenry County streams before wide-
spread development. Our monitoring will provide baseline levels for comparing future data.

Where We Monitor

We monitor Nippersink Creek, both the mainstem and the North Branch (a “Class A” stream), in the com-
munities of Greenwood, Wonder Lake, Richmond, Spring Grove in northeastern McHenry County and in
Genoa City, Wisconsin. In the Harvard area, we monitor four tributaries to the Kishwaukee River:
Mokeler Creek, Piscasaw Creek (a “Class A” stream), East Branch Piscasaw Creek and Rush Creek (a “Class
A” stream). Also in the Kishwaukee River watershed we monitor Eakin Creek, Wildflower Lake and the
South Branch of the Kishwaukee River in Huntley as well as the mainstem of the Kishwaukee River in
Crystal Lake and Marengo. We monitor three sites on the Fox River in McHenry, Cary and Algonquin, as
well as two small tributary creeks: Silver Creek and Trout Valley Creek. We also monitor Crystal Creek, the
creek that runs through the communities of Crystal Lake, Lake in the Hills and Algonquin, the most devel-
oped area of our county, and a stream that has not been monitored by IEPA since 1984.
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W hat We Found

Since N ovember 2002, we have moni-
tored sites on streams throughout

McH enry County on a monthly basis.

W e have measured the pH, temperature
and dissolved oxygen in thirteen streams
and a lake and analyzed the amount of
ammonia, nitrate and phosphate pollu-
tion in each body of water. Here we re-
port data from sites with at least one
yearis measurements.

The pH measurements at our monitor-
ing sites were within water quality stan-
dards, except three readings over pH 9
on the Fox River and Crystal Creek.
Most streams in our area are alkaline
due to limestone soils.

Dissolved Oxygen levels were generally
above the minimum water quality stan-
dard of 5 mg/L. If oxygen levels drop to
low levels, fish and other aquatic organ-
isms cannot survive. W e plan to take
more detailed measurements at sites
where levels below the standard were
occasionally recorded.

Ammonia is a pollutant toxic to fish and
mussels. Illinois has standards for the
maximum amount of this pollutant al-
lowed in a stream. Ammonia levels were
low at all the sites we monitored, well
under the average level of 0.32 mg/L
AmmoniaN found in lllinois streams.
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Nitrate, like phosphorus, is a nutrient which can over-fertilize streams, causing the growth of algae which de-
plete oxygen from the water. All the streams we monitored in McHenry County have average nitrate levels
below the statewide average of 3.9 mg/L Nitrate-N.

Phosphate levels in a number of streams we measured are as low as the USEPA criterium for pristine streams
in our region (0.08 mg/L total phosphorus). As the accompanying graphs show, we found low levels of phos-
phate in Rush Creek and Wildflower Lake in the Kishwaukee River watershed, the upper reaches of Crystal
Creek, the Fox River at McHenry and Cary, Silver Creek and Trout Valley Creek. Our results clearly
demonstrate that these healthy conditions are present in a number of McHenry County waters.

We found medium levels of phosphate in Nippersink Creek, close to the average level of 0.38 mg/L total
phosphorus found in Illinois streams. The highest levels of phosphate were found downstream from towns
and their wastewater discharges: in Harvard’s Mokeler Creek, in Crystal Creek downstream from the wastewa-
ter discharges of the city of Crystal Lake and the village of Lake in the Hills, in the South Branch of the
Kishwaukee River downstream of Huntley, and in the Fox River at Algonquin.
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Community Choices
Buffer bodies of water with open space
One of the most important things McHenry County communities can do to protect our high quality
streams is to give them some room. Greenways along creek corridors provide an area without structures
into which a creek can expand during times of high water. Planted with native vegetation, greenways also

provide an area where the pollution in runoff is filtered before it reaches the streams. In addition, a
greenway provides more habitat for the birds and other wildlife that use the streams.

Select development projects carefully
Communities can determine the future quality of the water in their area and downstream by carefully
selecting, designing and constructing new developments. Development, which creates parking, streets

and rooftops, areas where water cannot soak into the ground, needs areas of open space where stormwa-
ter can drain, be cleansed of pollutants and partially soak into the ground before it reaches a stream or
lake. Developments designed to protect water quality will incorporate natural drainways to provide these
benefits.

Developments that cluster buildings on part of the parcel and leave the rest as open space also reduce the
total amount of pavement. Water quality typically declines in developed areas where as little as ten to
twenty percent of the land is covered with hard surfaces.

The Conservation Fund and the Center for Watershed Protection have scorecards that allow communi-

ties to rate a proposed development project’s impact on the environment. Find them at:
http://www.cwp.org/ COW _worksheet.htm
http://www.nipc.cog.il.us/Condesign%20Document.pdf (See Appendix E)

Clean stormwater runoff before it reaches bodies of water
Providing natural drainways in new development as described above is a key way to protect the high qual-
ity streams of McHenry County from runoff pollution. In areas that have already been developed, com-
munities can retrofit existing stormwater systems to incorporate measures that improve water quality.
Good housekeeping practices such as regular street sweeping can also provide water quality benefits.
Such actions are now required to be part of the stormwater management program which communities
must develop to receive their Municipal Separate Storm Sewer Systems (MS4) permit from the Illinois
EPA. The MS4 permit also requires municipalities to enforce an erosion control program for construc-
tion activities; this requirement is vital for an area such as McHenry County that is experiencing much
construction activity.

The new McHenry County Stormwater Management Ordinance that goes into effect in unincorporated
areas in June 2004 and into effect within municipalities in January 2005 will help address a number of
these issues.

Better use and treat wastewater
As our measurements show, it is not difficult to identify the small streams that are receiving wastewater
discharges by the high level of nutrients found in them. Instead of polluting streams with wastewater,
use it to irrigate golf courses and fields; its high nutrient content fertilizes grass and crops. Wastewater
from the Village of Huntley is currently used to irrigate the golf course and common grounds at Sun
City. Communities that continue to discharge wastewater to streams can reduce its impact by first remov-

ing nutrients from the wastewater. The villages of Lakewood and Richmond plan to do this in the future.
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