DeKalb County Forest Preserve District Wildlife Highlights
July, August, and September 2020
Prepared by Patrick McCrea

July, August, and September have
been full of blooms throughout the
prairies and wetlands within the
DeKalb County Forest Preserves. This
year Monarchs and other pollinators
found blooms at Nelson prairie and
the adjoining Swanson Grove. These
preserves have some wetland and
woodland remnants. These remnant
plant communities have created safe
havens for wildlife species. As we
restore the areas around these
remnants, we hope to see remnant
wildlife expand into new territory.
Over the past 4 years we have
removed invasive understory brush,
pushed back aggressive cool season
grasses, and continued to prep new
areas for native seed and plants. The
outcome has been noticed by the
Butterflies!

Karen Lund has been
monitoring Butterflies at Afton
Forest Preserve and more
recently Swanson Grove and
Nelson Prairie. She is collecting
data for the Illinois Butterfly
Monitoring Network. The IBMN
is a citizen science project
anyone can get involved with.
Their goal is to provide data
collected with a standardized
protocol that allows land
managers to evaluate long-term
trends in a changing landscape.
Photo of a Pearl Crescent by Karen Lund.

Butterfly monitoring can help us understand the success of a restoration and improve our land
management. If you are interested in becoming a citizen scientist you can visit
(https://bfly.org/) to learn more. In 2 visits to Nelson Praire and Swanson Grove Karen has
Identified 13 species of butterflys, the Pearl Crescent being one of them. Unlike Monarchs
which migrate the Pearl Cresent overwinters as a 3rd instar catipillar. Catipillars go through 5
stages called instar before they create a chrysalis and transform. The Pearl Crescent and many
other pollinators depend on the Forest Preserves to provide habitat year round.

This is a photo of a wetland in the process of restoration just north of Swanson Grove. This area
connects Praire Oaks to Swanson Grove. One of the overall goals of the Forest Preserve District
is to create cooridors for wildlife. Connecting fragmented habitat can greatly improve the
health of wildlife populations including pollinators.
Prairie oaks, Swanson Grove, and
Nelson Prairie all run along the Haines
Creek making up the Haines Creek
Conservation Corridor. These
preserves are also dotted with
wetlands. The creek and wetlands
offer habitat to a variety of dragonflies
and damselflies. This male Common
Whitetail is one of the dragonflies
you’re likely to see in any of the Forest
Preserves. This species can be found in
lakes, ponds, and slow streams. The
female will lay her eggs by tapping the
watersurface, moist vegetation, or mud laying 25 to 50 eggs with each tap, totaling around
1000 eggs. Eggs hatch and aquatic larvae feed on other aquatic invertebrates until they emerge.
Once emerged adults feed on terrestrial and flying invertebrates. Photo by Karen Lund

A long time in the works this year DeKalb County Forest Preserve District took on the task of creating
more wetlands at Afton Forest Preserve. This South Afton Wetland Bank will serve as a mitigation bank
for surrounding watersheds. With the creation of wetlands new oppurtunities for all kinds of wildlife will
be created.

Afton is already a layover for many wadding birds like this Lesser Yellowlegs in the foreground and the
Least Sandpiper behind it. The Lesser Yellowlegs migrates through Dekalb County stopping to feed on
the muddy banks of wetlands. They eat aquatic and terrestrial insects, snails, worms, crustaceans, and
small fish. They breed in Canada and Alaska and overwinter in South America and along the southern
coast of North America. The Least Sandpiper is also just here for a layover. The insects ontop of and
burrowed in the mud provide important nutrients so the birds can continue on their journey. Photo Ken
Reinert.

This state endangered American
Bittern will also benefit from the
additional wetland acreage at
Afton. These birds have yellow
downward pointing eyes that
most likely benefit the bird while
hunting for fish, frogs, insects,
and crustaceans. During breeding
season their eyes turn orange.
American Bitterns breeding range
includes DeKalb county. The
female builds her nest in thick
stands of aquatic vegitation like
the bur-reed this one is in at
Afton. She creates a nest by
mounding vegetation 3.5inches
to 8inches above the water and
lines the nest with fine grasses.
American Bitterns have been
spotted at Merritt Prairie, Afton,
and Wilkinsen Renwick Marsh.
Photo Ken Reinert
One of the birds that most of us have
seen before is the Great Egret. The
Great Egret populations were
decimated in the late 1800’s when
plumage hunters sought these birds
for their breeding plumage which was
used to decorate hats.
Conservationist were able to put a
stop to hunting and this bird has
made a successful come back. Great
Egrets feed on fish and other
invetebrate along streams and
wetlands. The Great Egrets that are
visiting Afton can often be found
roosting in dead trees in the existing
wetlands and feeding along the Little
Rock Creek. Photo Karen Lund.

Along with creating new
wetland habitats we were able
to preserve and enhance the
existing stream ecosystem. This
portion of Little Rock Creek had
heavily eroded banks.

With the creation of wetlands
on eitherside of the stream we
were able to pull back the
banks to a more stable grade.
In August we were able to plant
1,100 wetland plants along the
banks to help prevent erosion
and siltation of the stream.
These plants will serve as host plants for butterflies, cover for small fish, and provide habitat for
a variety of other wildlife. Native seed and years of management will help to promote a healthy
ecosystem along this stream.

This stream is already home to many fish
species, invertebrates, and freshwater
mussels. A mussel survey in this portion of
the stream identified 6 species of
freshwater mussels.

Three of these mussel species are
uncommon and we are continuing
to learn more about their
populations.

The Natural Resource Staff
preformed a 4-hour time search
within a 75-meter stretch of the
stream. In total we identified 89
individual mussels. The stretch of
stream being enhanced is about
425 meters. Assuming populations
are consistent throughout this
portion of stream, we can estimate
that this stretch is home to over
500 freshwater mussels. Around
25% of those would be uncommon
species in Illinois.
These 2 uncommon mussels in the
photo look fairly similar. The one
on the right is a Creek Heelsplitter
and the one on the left is an
Ellipse. Both mussels are typically
found in small to medium streams.
These individuals are a couple of
the oldest ones for their species
that we have found in DeKalb
county. The Ellipse we estimate to be around 10yrs old and the Creek Heelsplitter around 8yrs
old. Some of the White Heelsplitters we found in this stretch were over 15ys old.
Until this year this Slippershell mussel
had been listed as threatened in
Illinois. This species found in Little
Rock Creek lives in creeks and small
streams. In this region it relies on
Johnny darters and mottled sculpin
to reproduce.
Providing quality habitat for our
resident wildlife as well as our visiting
wildlife is something we are always
working on. If you have the
opportunity create habitat in your
own backyard to help promote healthy wildlife populations. You can also help us to identify
wildlife within the preserves by posting wildlife observations to https://www.inaturalist.org/.
Thank you!

