
gROWing Chicago:
Prioritization Mapping of Chicago 
Wilderness’ Built Infrastructure

CW Focus Area



GOALS FOR TODAY

• Learn about the gROWing Chicago Habitat Initiative’s Prioritization Strategy goal

• Bring together land managers and GIS specialists

• Begin to frame what a useful Prioritization Strategy looks like



AGENDA

12:30

Introduction

12:35

gROWing Chicago Overview 

12:40

Case Studies

13:00

Group Discussion

13:20

Next Steps



gROWing Chicago Habitat Goals

a network for ROW 
organizations, public and 
private landowners, and 
conservation organizations in 
the Chicago-area

a collaborative 
platform to share 
ROW projects, success 
stories, and coordinate 
on initiatives

a prioritization 
strategy to focus 
habitat conservation 
efforts across 
Chicagoland ROWs

Establish Build Create



Electric Transmission Pipelines Railroads Highways



Habitat Intersections

Source: Friends of Chicago River



All Major ROWs in CW Region (~27,000 miles)

Major ROWs Connecting Protected Lands

Major ROWs Adjacent to Protected Lands

(without Protected Lands)

560 mi of Transmission Lines
23 mi of Interstate Highways

605 mi of County Roads
418 mi of Major railways
244 mi of Pipelines

____________________________
1,850 mi in/adjacent to Protected Lands

~ 7% of total ROWs

~ 23,000 Acres



gROWing CHICAGO

Create a prioritization strategy to focus habitat conservation efforts
across Chicagoland ROWs.



REVIEW
existing mapping data and 

plans in the region

IDENTIFY
prioritization 

criteria for 
habitat on ROWs

ENGAGE
stakeholders in 

strategy 
development

GOAL: create a decision-support tool for ROW managers and partners to guide habitat conservation on 
energy and transportation lands



Case Studies



Aligning Conservation Action Plans 
in the Calumet Region
A project supported by the Calumet Land Conservation Partnership
Report prepared by Victoria Wittig, Ph.D. (vwittig@pnw.edu)
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• Ambler Flatwoods
• Moraine Complex
• Hoosier Prairie
• Indiana Dunes Ecosystems
• East Branch of the Little Calumet River
• West Branch of the Little Calumet River
• Hobart Marsh
• Heart of the Calumet

Conservation Action Planning – Eight Sub-geographies in the Calumet Region

Conservation Action Planning (and the CAP process) is flexible and adaptable as 
more information and resources become available - CAPs are living documents
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Together we will do great things

Prioritizing Biodiversity
NiSource’s Strategy Development



What Drives NiSource Biodiversity Decisions?

Safety and Reliability 
Requirements 

• Electric overhead 
and pipeline safety 
standards

• Managing 
remaining 
compatible 
vegetation

• Ensuring customer 
value

Partnership 
Influences

• Rights-of-Way as 
Habitat Working 
Group

• Indiana Dunes 
Ecosystem Alliance

• Conservation 
Action Plans

• Great Lakes 
Restoration 
Initiative –
Pollinator habitat 
restoration / 
enhancement

Company Interests

• NiSource 
leadership

• NiSource 
employees

• Individual project 
alignment / grant 
funding

• NiSource’s 
biodiversity 
commitment 

• Environmental, 
Social and 
Governance 
(ESG) disclosures

• Primary influences on 
NiSource land 
management and 
biodiversity decisions 
include: 
§ Safety and 

reliability
§ Partnerships
§ Company interests



NiSource Biodiversity Commitment 
“Environmental stewardship is one of four pillars that supports NiSource’s Sustainability Policy. As stewards of 

the environment, we commit to conserving and enhancing biodiversity on lands under our responsibility”
https://www.nisource.com/company/sustainability/reports-and-policies

https://www.nisource.com/company/sustainability/reports-and-policies


NiSource’s Current Biodiversity Reporting 

• First biodiversity-focused 
disclosures included in the 
Down Jones Sustainability 
Index Reporting in 2018.

• Invitation-only; reported 
annually

• Focuses on NiSource 
operations in relation to 
important biodiversity areas

Mapping created for DJSI mapped important biodiversity areas across the 6 states in 
NiSource’s operations. NiSource’s 26 important biodiversity areas are defined by IUCN 
protected areas and Key Biodiversity Areas.



Changes in Biodiversity Reporting

• Increasing recognition that rights-of-ways connect protected lands and create 
corridors for species. 

Mapping of NiSource rights-of-way (red) in relation to protected areas (green) highlights connections and value 
of lands not identified by previous key biodiversity area or IUCN.



Changes in Biodiversity Reporting

• Of the 20 global biodiversity goals that 
were supposed to be met by 2020, none 
of them were met according to the U.N.

• Post-2020 goals are being finalized by 
Convention on Biological Diversity.

• Disclosure requirements are evolving.
§ Increasing quantification
§ Increased recognition of business 

impacts and dependencies on 
biodiversity

§ Updates expected to address renewed 
goals and disclosures for global action

Top: Summary of 
important 
biodiversity areas 
identified in 2019.

Bottom: View of 
Calumet Trail and 
NIPSCO ROW at 
Indiana Dunes State 
Park.

Source: NiSource 
biodiversity 
commitment

https://www.nisource.com/docs/librariesprovider2/sustainability-archives/nisource-biodiversity-commitment.pdf?sfvrsn=6


Our Approach

• Initiated efforts in 
January 2022.

• Priorities (Targets) are 
driven by “the why”:
§ NiSource’s  

commitment
§ Material importance
§ Planning objectives

Excerpt from NiSource’s biodiversity planning team framework.



Defining Interests: Where does biodiversity pose risks/add value?

Biodiversity Risks posed by: Type

New species listings, regulatory 
changes

Regulatory

Missed partnerships and ESG reporting 
opportunities

Market

Lack of diverse vegetation increased 
risks of pests, disease, erosion, and 
hazard trees

Physical

Invasive species can inhibit access and 
potential fire hazards

Physical

Decreased climate resilience caused by 
lack of biodiversity.

Aggregated

Biodiversity Value offered by: Type

Aiding listed species recovery; 
preventing new species listings

Underpinning

Direct value of investment brought 
from attracting ESG investors

Direct

Increased resiliency against climate 
change risks

Insurance

Ensuring safe and reliable energy 
delivery by reducing risk of pests, 
disease, erosion, and hazards

Underpinning

Sustaining/enhancing remnant; 
valued ecological communities

Intrinsic

Increasing community engagement 
and stewardship via partnerships

Underpinning



Aligning Operational and Conservation Focus

• Priorities emerge from:

• Example of existing priority actions include:
§ Focus on key biodiversity areas
§ Initiatives that have both operational and 
conservation benefits (NPS partnership, 
Hobart marsh restoration, Monarch CCAA)

§ NiSource capital projects that impact and/or 
enhance biodiversity

Mapping like CWHub help identify priority locations and intersections between 
operations, conservation, and communities.

NiSource 
Interests

Conservation 
Needs



Landscape-scale Connectivity and Prioritization
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sIUCN Protected 
Area Categories

IUCN Red List of 
Threatened 
Species / 
Federally Listed 
Species

Key Biodiversity 
Areas (KBAs)

Protected Areas 
Database (PAD)

CBD Post-2020 
Goals

Indiana Dunes 
Ecosystem 
Alliance 
Conservation 
Action Plans

Rights-of-Way 
as Habitat 
Working Group 
initiatives 
(Monarch CCAA 
and pollinator 
scorecard)

CW Hub 
Mapping

NiSource 
Natural Area 
Land Cover 
Analysis

Indiana Natural 
Heritage 
Database

System Type

Owned vs. 
Easement Lands

Biodiversity 
Management 
Plans

IVM Planning

• Geospatial priorities 
scale from global and 
national priorities 
down to site-specific 
planning.



Achieve Net Zero Loss

Avoid, minimize, mitigate and 
offset negative impacts to 
species and habitats where 
NiSource has management 
control.

Our Biodiversity Objectives Defined

Achieve Net Positive Gains

Have a net positive 
contribution to species and 
habitats where NiSource has 
management control.

Strengthen Communities 
by Nature

Demonstrate how NiSource’s 
biodiversity commitment 
strengthens communities.



Example:  Calumet Trail Conservation Area Management Plan

• >260-acres fee-owned ROW with 10 
miles of publicly accessible trail

• >500 native plant species
• 28 state listed plants
• 5 state listed fauna
• 1 federally listed species 
• Management Plan

§ IDs conservation targets and threats



Thank you

41

Together we 
will do great 
things

Steve Barker, Environmental Principal, NIPSCO
sbbarker@nisource.com; 219.246.7290

Dan Salas, Senior Ecologist, ESA, Stantec
dan.salas@stantec.com; 608.469.0885



PRIORITIZATION STRATEGY - WHAT, WHY, HOW?

GOAL: create a decision-support tool for ROW managers and partners to guide 
habitat conservation on energy and transportation lands in the Chicago region

REVIEW
existing mapping data and 

plans in the region

IDENTIFY
prioritization 

criteria for habitat 
on ROWs

ENGAGE
stakeholders in 

strategy 
development

• Chicago Wilderness Hub
• ROW Habitat Database
• Friends of the Chicago River
• Calumet Conservation Plans
• … and others

• Ecosystem value
• Connectivity
• Social vulnerability
• Planning objectives
• Community engagement
• Management capacity
• … and others

• Find common focus areas
• Facilitate collaborative 

projects
• Holistic consideration of 

ecological and social 
factors



PRIORITIZATION STRATEGY - WHAT, WHY, HOW?

GOAL: create a decision-support tool for ROW managers and partners to guide 
habitat conservation on energy and transportation lands in the Chicago region

Priority Map Prioritization Criteria

Opportunity
Maps

Management 
Plans

Conservation 
Action Plans

Habitat 
Connectivity 

Maps

Best 
Management 

Practices



QUESTIONS

1. What would an ideal ROW prioritization strategy look like?
What does it do?

2. What resources or data do you have to share or contribute
to the development of a ROW prioritization strategy?



REPORT OUT

1 MINUTE SUMMARY FEEDBACK FROM 
EACH BREAKOUT GROUP



• Post-meeting questionnaire
• Review the recording
• 1 – 2 additional mapping cafes 

late summer/fall to refine scope for 
prioritization strategy

• Sign up to receive updated on the 
gROWing Chicago Habitat initiative

NEXT STEPS



gROWing Chicago Habitat
Get Involved!

https://rightofway.erc.uic.edu/projects/growing-chicago/



Thank you!

Questions? 
Email us at cah272@uic.edu 
and eobire2@uic.edu

Photo credit: NiSource


