DeKalb County Forest Preserve District Wildlife Highlights
April, May and June 2021
Prepared by Patrick McCrea

This spring flew by along with
many of the migrant birds
that stop by the Forest
Preserves to rest and refuel.
Ken Reinert got this photo of
a Black-throated Blue
Warbler. This year the Forest
Preserve District is using
eBird to survey and monitor
bird species in some of the
preserves that are
undergoing intense
restoration efforts. Over time
with continued monitoring,
we will be able to better
understand how to best
manage for the diverse group
of migrants that travel
through each year.

Not all colorful warblers are just passing through, some stick around for the summer and breed
here. eBird user Karen Lund spotted an American Redstart just recently at Swanson Grove /
Nelson Prairie. Warblers generally feed on insects and the American Redstart fans out its tail in
an effort to flush insects. Once the insect takes flight the American Redstart will fly catch
meaning it will fly up and take the insect from the air. Photo by Ken Reinert.

Another warbler you may see throughout the summer is the common Yellowthroat. Recently
seen at Wilkinson-Renwick Marsh these warblers utilize a variety of habitats from wetlands to
prairies. Typically, they nest in dense vegetation that is close to the ground where they can be
conceal their nest. Photo by Ken Reinert
This year we officially started a bluebird
monitoring program. Over the past few years
volunteers, boy scouts, and staff have helped to
build bluebird boxes that are now placed
throughout the Forest Preserves. This year
volunteers have been collecting data on these
nest boxes. With the data collected over time
we will start to get a picture of nesting success
for the variety of species. Eastern bluebirds,
tree swallows, house wrens, and black-capped
chickadees are all native birds that use cavities
to nest and we are happy to see any of these
species using the boxes. These birds are all
insect eaters so their success can be related to
the health of the insect population. This year at
Wilkinson-Renwick Marsh a pair of blackcapped chickadees built a nest in one of the
nest boxes. Although this nest ended up being
unsuccessful it gave us some insights into the
struggles that all cavity nesting birds face.

Where do birds find all the insects they eat? Some of the insects come from our streams.
Humans along with wildlife are largely dependent on insect populations. In terrestrial and
aquatic environments one of the benefits insects provide is themselves as a food source for
predators. Aquatic invertebrates feed on organic matter in the streams. They can pull organic
matter from the water column using nets like with some caddisflies or they will feed on
material deposited on or in the substrate. Many fish species feed on aquatic invertebrates and
when some of the aquatic invertebrates are ready to breed, they emerge from the stream
becoming available to terrestrial predators like birds. With the help of Riverwatch we took a
closer look at some of these invertebrates. Danelle Haake, with Riverwatch came out to train
community members on the Riverwatch program.

This year we surveyed 9 sites within the forest preserves and we hope to continue this yearly
monitoring effort in the future. Using aquatic invertebrate sampling we can get an idea of the
health of our streams and with one more lab our surveys will be complete. I want to thank
DeKalb County Community Foundation for their monetary donation so that in the future DeKalb
County Forest Preserve District can provide invertebrate surveying equipment to local citizen
scientists.

Having a
community
interested in
wildlife is fantastic
and volunteers
helping with
citizen science
programs have
given us a better
understanding of
what species we
have here in
DeKalb County.
Peggy Doty has
facilitated and opened the Natural Resource Center to many of these citizen science programs
over the years. The Natural Resource center is a great place to teach kids and adults alike. The
calling frog survey is one of those citizen science programs usually taught at the NRC. This year
volunteers continued their work collecting data on breeding amphibians. The calling frog survey
is organized by Dr. Allison Sacerdote-Valet with the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum. The
survey takes place after dark and provides information on breeding frogs and toads. In the
photo above you can see American toads breeding at Sycamore Forest Preserve. Note the long
strands of eggs.

Along with help from citizens we are also working with local agencies to better understand
wildlife on a larger scale. Rarely does wildlife stay within the boundaries of a preserve so
understanding wildlife movements on a landscape scale is important. One of the projects we
are working on is with Nick McCarney from Sycamore Park District. Over the next few years, we
will be using mark and recapture methods to help us understand the movements of turtles
within the Sycamore area. The data collected will also give us a general idea of population and
recruitment.

As we learn more about the wildlife that lives in DeKalb County, we try to share that
information with the public through outreach programs in the preserves or social media posts.
At these events we try and show citizens some of the things they may not have seen while
walking through the preserves. Many times, they are also able to show us what we may have
been missing. We hope to create eye opening experiences and instill a greater appreciation for
the natural world. Thanks to Damon Lubkeman, Carl Von Ende, and Al Roloff who all help me to
make these events successful!

Photo by Ken Reinert of a green heron.
It takes a community to understand the health and needs of the wildlife around us. I want to
say thank you to all those who volunteer their time to collect data, participate in citizen science
programs, and use apps like iNaturalist and eBird to document species. Thank you to all those
that promote natural resources and help restore and create habitat.

Restoration Highlights
April, May and June 2021
What is Happening at Wilkinson-Renwick Marsh, P.A. Nehring, Sycamore, County
Farm Woods, Great Western Trail and MacQueen Forest Preserves.
Prepared by Patrick McCrea and Damon Lubkeman

April offered us a chance to selectively treat perennial weed species. At County Farm Woods,
P.A. Nehring and Wilkinson Renwick Marsh, we pushed to treat invasive and non-native reed
canary grass. Reed canary grass grows in wet areas and pushes out native sedges, grasses and
forbs. Aggressive reed canary tends to create a monoculture which limits the availability of
diverse food sources that wildlife depends on.
Along the Great
Western Trail, we
focused our efforts on
surviving remnant
prairie fragments that
represent what Illinois
landscapes consisted of
before settlement. To
preserve these
remnants, we
selectively herbicide
and use mechanical
methods to remove
invasive species
including Canada
thistle and poison
parsnip.

In May our focus switched back to
following up on our spring treatments
of dame’s rocket and garlic mustard.
At County Farm Woods and Adees F.P.
we hand pulled garlic mustard and
dame’s rocket. Pulling these biennial
weeds before they produce seed helps
to reduce these invasive weeds. Both
of these preserves have remnant
woodland vegetation that provides
early sources of pollen and nectar to
our native pollinators. Keeping these
invasive plants out of this system helps
to promote ecological balance.

Our winter work continues into the summer as we continue to follow up in areas where we cut
invasive brush last year. At P.A. Nehring, Sycamore F.P. along the Great Western Trail, Great
Western Trail, and at MacQueen F.P. we treated non-native invasive honeysuckle and
buckthorn that resprouted from being cut last year. These invasive shrubs shade out woodland
understories and make it tough for native trees and shrubs to regenerate.

In June our battle against invasive plants continued but focus shifted towards Canada thistle,
sweet clover and poison parsnip. Sycamore F.P. along with Great Western Trail got most of the
focus. Canada thistle was treated with herbicide while mechanical methods of mowing, cutting,
hand pulling or brush cutting were used to disrupt the life cycle of biennial weeds like sweet
clover and poison parsnip.

This area at Wilkinson- Renwick Marsh was mowed to reduce weed competition from giant
ragweed, poison parsnip, and other annual and biennial weeds. Last winter this area was over
seeded and mowing this year will help seedlings get the sunlight they need. As priority areas
continue to improve overall efforts will decrease in those areas and time will then get allocated
towards other areas in need of restoration.

Dead trees provide all kinds of opportunities. Fungi work to break down wood returning
nutrients to the soil to be used again. Insects find cover and food inside decaying logs. Birds
prey on insects within the logs and some find cavities to nest in. Amphibians find a place to
thermoregulate under moist logs. The benefits of dead trees go on and on but occasionally
dead trees become a safety hazard. In that case we cut down dead trees. When possible, we
leave some or all of the woody debris so it can continue to provide a benefit to the ecosystem.

