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Key message
Chicago Wilderness Alliance is working to add protected lands and waters, which are essential to  
increasing biodiversity, improving quality of life and building climate resiliency across the four-state  
region. In the same spirit as the national Conserving and Restoring America the Beautiful 30 by 30 
Initiative, increasing natural areas for landscape protection will provide the biodiversity needed to 
sustain healthy ecosystems that allow humans and wildlife to thrive.

Our Goal

Bolster quality of life and climate resiliency by adding 270,000 acres of protected lands and waters –  
including thousands of acres of identified unprotected critical habitat – by 2030, while maintaining the  
protected status of 578,000 acres that already exist across the Chicago Wilderness Alliance four-state  
region.





Private Land Conservation

Brook McDonald
President/CEO

We save land. We save rivers.
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Why is it important?

● Open space lands along rivers and streams protect water quality 
and our drinking water.

● Open space improves our air quality.
● Open space preserves wildlife habitat.
● Open space creates opportunities where people can enjoy the 

outdoors and reap the health benefits found in nature.
● We have a responsibility to future generations.

Conserving open space lands plays a very important 
role in preserving our quality of life.
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 Conservation Land Trusts

• 501c3 charitable, not-for-profits focused primarily on land preservation and 
stewardship; permanence; FOREVER business

• More than 1,000 in US; about 32 in Illinois
• Most are local, some regional and statewide, national
• Supported by the community (donations, members, volunteers, etc.)
• Some missions include water/watersheds, cultural/historical, outdoor 

education and recreation, community education and engagement
• Partner with local public open space agencies



We improve the health of our communities by preserving 
and restoring natural areas and open space, protecting 

rivers and watersheds, and promoting stewardship of our 
environment.
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TCF Mission 
501c3 since 1972
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 Prairie State Conservation Coalition

• Statewide Association of Conservation Land Trusts

• Mission:  PSCC's mission is to unite and strengthen the land 
conservation community throughout the State of Illinois.

• Expanding membership to include other public and private land 
conservation agencies and organizations
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 Open Space Toolbox

Fee Simple
Land Donations
Bargain Sales

Conservation Easements
Illinois Nature Preserves/Land & Water Reserves 
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Fee Simple Acquisition

• Transfer of ownership at an agreed upon sum of money
• Includes options and rights of first refusals
• Can include life estates
• Public funding- referenda, special taxes, grants, local land cash 

ordinances, etc.
• Private funding- grants, private donations/donors
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 Land Donations

• Can result in substantial 
income tax deduction

• Can include life estates; 
often done through wills

• Designated or donated 
open space in new 
developments, especially 
conservation design or 
“cluster” developments
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 Bargain Sales

• Part sale, part donation
• Sell for less than fair market 

value, claim difference as a 
charitable deduction

• Value of charitable donation 
may buffer any capital gains 
taxes

• Seller could walk away with 
more money “in pocket”

• Makes the transaction 
affordable
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 Conservation Easements

• Legal agreement between a landowner and non-profit land conservation organization 
or public agency (holder/enforcer) that limits use of land to ensure conservation 
values are preserved in perpetuity

• Leaves land in private ownership, but preserves conservation/open space values 
(can also place on public lands) 

• Remains part of title to the land FOREVER

Two Kinds:

• Donation- can result in income tax deduction, and reduce property and estate taxes
• Must meet certain criteria for tax benefits

• Purchase- aka “purchase of development rights” 
• $ Value= difference between land without easement and with easement
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60 Years of Protecting IL Natural Areas

1963 – Illinois Natural Areas Act Passed, creating the Nature Preserves System – 
the first in the nation!

Between 1963 and 2023, 622 Nature Preserves and Land and Water Reserves are 
protected, totalling 121,492 acres



What are Illinois Nature Preserves?

Created by the Visionary Natural Areas 
Preservation Act:

“Areas dedicated as nature preserves are hereby 
declared to be put to their highest, best and most 
important use for the public benefit.”



What are Illinois Nature Preserves?

Biodiversity conservation areas 
permanently preserved by their owners 
and permanently protected by state law 



How Does it Work?

● Administered by the Illinois Nature Preserves 
Commission (INPC)

● INPC is part of the Illinois Department of Natural 
Resources (IDNR)

● Any public are private landowner may choose to 
dedicate their significant natural area, receiving tax 
benefits

● INPC approves the site’s dedication and helps the 
landowner ensure its protection and management



How Does it Work?

● Not the same as Forest Preserves 
● Landowner retains ownership
● Protection is permanent - creating an “enduring 

system”
● It’s “Dedication” not “Designation”



Land and Water Reserves: Nature Preserves “Lite”

● Similar to Nature Preserves but with fewer restrictions 
on allowed activities within the reserve

● Limited tax benefits 
● Can be registered for finite period of time







Gladstone Fen



Gladstone Fen










