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DeKalb County Forest Preserve 

District just wrapped up its 3rd 

year of a 5-year project which 

will help to identify freshwater 

mussel distribution within 

Dekalb County. This study will 

also help to identify high 

quality streams on which 

species of concern depend. In 

the photograph to the left is 

an adult Fawnsfoot. Despite 

their size these small and 

uncommon mussels prefer 

medium size streams to large 

rivers like the south branch of 

the Kishwaukee where this 

one was found. 

Freshwater mussels are an important part of our 

ecosystem. They are filter feeders that feed on 

algae, bacteria, and detritus within the water 

column. Their filter feeding helps to improve water 

quality. They also serve as a food source for birds 

and mammals like river otters. In the past mussels 

had a cultural significance being used in tool 

making, buttons, and for food. Today freshwater 

mussels face many challenges. They are considered 

the most imperiled group of animals in the 

Midwest and one of the most endangered in North 

America.   Their relatively stationary life leaves 

them vulnerable to pollution and sedimentation.  

 DCFPD works with or shares data with, Illinois 

Natural History Survey and Illinois Department of 

Natural Resources. These agencies help to compile 

information so all of us can gain a better 

understanding of how species are doing statewide. 

Along with performing our own surveys this year 

DCFPD was fortunate to work with the Shedd 

Aquarium on 2 different projects.   



 

Kentaro Inoue on the left is a 

research biologist with the 

Shedd Aquarium. Ken 

approached us with 2 projects 

the first being a long-term 

monitoring project studying a 

10 x 10-meter plot within the 

south branch of the 

Kishwaukee river. This project 

will help us to better 

understand mussel 

populations.  

First, we had to decide where 

the best place for this plot 

would be.  

 

 

 

Having this opportunity to gain new insights into 

our local waterways. We decided to do the research 

on a portion of the river that had recently been 

donated to the Forest Preserve District By the 

Chambers family. DCFPD staff along with Shedd 

staff and volunteers surveyed close to three 

quarters of a mile of river. We recorded data on 

1,849 individual mussels. This survey gave us a 

great baseline for current population and species 

present. We were also able to determine a plot for 

long term monitoring.  

In the photo to the right many of the species found 

in DeKalb county are represented. It is truly 

amazing the diversity and the beauty our local 

streams hold.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

The other project we worked with Ken on this year was a study of genetics in ellipse populations. The 

Ellipse mussel is considered a species of concern. With the help of private landowners, the DCFPD has 

been able to survey throughout Dekalb county and discover areas with seemingly healthy populations of 

Ellipse. In the photo Ken is gently opening an Ellipse, from there he takes a sterile swab and briefly rubs 

the flesh of the mussel. These swabs are collected and taken back to the lab for analysis. The mussels in 

all surveys are returned to their habitat. The genetic sampling will help to understand how disconnected 

or connected ellipse populations are in Midwest waterways.  

 

One of the highlights of this year’s mussel surveys was rediscovering the state endangered Black 

Sandshell at one of the Forest Preserve. This photo depicts a male on the right and a Female on the left. 

Some mussels are sexually dimorphic and you can tell sex just by looking at their shape. Our efforts 

along with others to better understand Freshwater Mussels will hopefully lead to the recovery of these 

wonderful animals.  

 


