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Pictured from left to right: Mary Dawson,
Meleah Ofcarcik, Christopher Burnett, Jes-
sica Stout, Eddie Kahle, Abbie Meads,
Cody Bailey, Angie Meads.
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Our local Land Use Council 9
Envirothon Competition was

Bridgeview Park Building in
Chatham, lllinois. Students
competed in 5 areas: forestry
wildlife, aquatics, soils and a
current issue that changes e Dan Stephenson

year. Local Soil and Water Aquatics Presenter
Districts and Land Use Coun
cils, in conjunction with part-

tions. Five member teams, re
resenting High Schools from
Auburn, Gillespie, Lutheran,
Staunton, Taylorville, and
Rochester participated in this
year's LUC 9 Envirothon
competition.

Dana Grantham
Soils Presenter

This year, the winning team
was Taylorville High
School. The Taylorville Envi-
rothon team consisted of: Met
leah Ofcarcik, Christopher
Burnett, Jessica Stout, Eddie
Kahle, Abbie Meads, Cody
Bailey, and Angie Meads. T
Taylorville High School Envi-
rothon team will advance to tf Mait Peterson
lllinois Envirothon competitior Forestry Presenter
on May 7 and 8, 2008, at the
H Memorial Camp in Monti-
cello, lllinois. The winner of
the state competition will rep
resent lllinois at the National
Canon Envirothon 2008 com-
petition on July 28 — August 1
at Northern Arizona Universit
in Flagstaff, Arizona.

Mike Chandler

Wildlife Presenter
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The lllinois Natural Areas Inventory Update

The lllinois Natural Areas Inventory (INAI) was a
major project conducted during the mid-1970s with
funding provided by the lllinois Department of Con-
servation. The scale of the INAI was unprecedented
at the time because it was the first state-wide natu-
ral resources inventory in the United States. More
than 200 staff and volunteers participated in the
project. The three principal results of the INAI were
the development of a natural community classifica-
tion system, the grading of the quality of natural ar-
eas, and an inventory of the remaining high-quality
natural areas in the state.

During the past three decades the database of ar-
eas in the INAI has been kept up to date; however,
some areas have been destroyed, and some areas
have since been identified that were missed by the
original inventory or that were only recognized as
worthy of protection as we learned more about Illi-
nois’ original landscapes. Consequently, it has
been decided to do an update of the INAI taking
advantage of new technologies and the most recent
scientific data concerning natural areas.

An INAI Update was initiated on June 1, 2007. The
INAI Update will systematically screen the entire
state to find, evaluate, classify, and map natural
areas. While it will use twenty-first century technol-
ogy—remote sensing, Geographic Information Sys-
tems, and digital imaging— all sites will be visited
by ecologists where landowner permission is
granted. There is no substitute for on-the-ground
experts making the final judgments on the overall
quality of a natural community.

Because of its unique geographic location, lllinois
has within its borders an unusually large variety of
plants, animals, and habitats, and we have signifi-
cant remnants of most of the nearly 100 habitat
types that existed in lllinois before European settle-
ment. Often existing only as tiny islands within de-
veloped landscapes.

Finding and documenting these islands of natural
habitat has been a relatively long-term project in
lllinois, beginning with the formation of the lllinois
Nature Preserves Commission (INPC) in 1963. The
major aim of the INPC is to protect “high-quality”
examples of the natural features (habitats) found in
the state. In order to do this, two things were
needed: a way to find all these remnant natural
communities and provide information on them, such
as location and size; and a detailed classification

system to rate the quality of these natural commu-
nities to prioritize efforts for their preservations.

At the time the original INAI was completed in the
late 1970s, a total of 1,089 sites were included,
covering 25,723 acres. This represented only
0.07% of all the land area of lllinois. A total of 99 of
the 102 counties in lllinois had at least one site,
but areas were concentrated in the extreme ends
of the state.

Why all this fuss about finding and registering
natural areas? Philosophically, humans value their
heritage. We celebrate the lives of figures like
George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Abra-
ham Lincoln. We preserve historic landmarks as-
sociated with their activities. We name streets,
buildings, libraries, and other public institutions
after them. Land is also a valued commodity in our
society, especially farmland, as we see it rapidly
disappearing under the pressures of suburban de-
velopment; but what about our natural heritage—
the forests, prairies, and wetlands that greeted llli-
nois’ settlers? Should these not also have a high
value in our society?

Perhaps the answer begins with another question.
What sets the Earth apart from the other planets in
our solar system, perhaps from all other planets in
our galaxy? The answer is simple—life—an amaz-
ing and bewildering variety of life that we call biodi-
versity. From the ocean depths to the highest
mountain peaks, the Earth is enveloped in a man-
tle of living organisms in a variety of natural habi-
tats. This biological diversity is the most important,
yet least understood, of all natural resources. Our
diverse species provides most of the life-support
materials upon which we ultimately rely. Each spe-
cies is unique, “a magic well of eons-old genetic
information”—information that we humans cannot
afford to be without. Every species that is lost re-
duces the options for nature—and for us—to re-
spond to a continually changing environment.

Fortunately, Illinois retains wonderful remnants of
its native habitat and biological diversity. The INAI
Update will ensure that this biological heritage, a
priceless resource for all lllinois citizens, continues
to persist, and even thrive, into the future. For
more information about the INAI Update, contact
Dr. Deanna Glosser, 217-629-8949 or
dglosser@insightbb.com or visit the INAI Update
website at http://www.inhs.uiuc.edu/inai/.
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