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Where There Are Coal Plants, There Is Coal Waste
by Traci Barkley, Water Resources Scientist

Last December, residents living near 
the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) 
Kingston Steam Plant were flooded with 
approximately 1.6 billion gallons of toxic 
coal sludge. It covered the area equivalent to 
100 city blocks and flooded into tributaries 
of the Tennessee River which is the water 
supply for Chattanooga, Tennessee and 
millions of people living downstream in 
Alabama. Burning of coal to make electricity 
produces solid and liquid waste that is 
typically stored on-site in huge piles (solids) 
and impoundments (solids and liquids). 
Unfortunately, the regulatory framework 
to control these wastes is weak and under-
enforced. Proper management of coal waste 
is critical in protecting public drinking water 
supplies and the health of our natural environment.1 

This disaster prompted then-Lieutenant Governor Pat 
Quinn to request an assessment of Illinois’ 24 coal-fired 
power plants and 83 coal ash impoundments. The Illinois 
Environmental Protection Agency (IEPA) conducted a 
preliminary evaluation and found that: 

1) At most impoundments (51 of 83), no liners to contain 
waste and prevent pollution of groundwater were installed;

2) At most impoundments (55 of 83), no groundwater 
monitoring is required;

3) At all of the power plant sites evaluated (6 out of 24), 
groundwater is contaminated;

4) At most of the power plant sites (16 of 24), dams creating 
the impoundments are unpermitted and have not been 

inspected for safety or stability by the 
Illinois Department of Natural Resources 
- Office of Water Resources. 

At the same time, U.S. EPA compiled 
data on the cancer risk of nearly half of 
the impoundment dump sites in the US, 
including Illinois, because among the 
hazardous constituents contained in power 
plant waste are 17 toxic chemicals including 
arsenic, mercury, cadmium, chromium, 
selenium, aluminum, antimony, barium, 
beryllium, boron, copper, lead, manganese, 
molybdenum, nickel, vanadium, and zinc. 
These contaminants cause birth defects, 
cancer, and neurological damage in 
humans, and similar damage to wildlife. 
EPA’s assessment was followed by an 
independent analysis of the same data 

by the Environmental Integrity Project and Earthjustice, a 
non-profit public interest law firm. According to the EIP/
Earthjustice analysis of the EPA data, there are high-risk coal 
ash impoundment dump sites in at least three dozen states. 
Illinois ranks third, with 14 such sites. 

Based on these assessments, it is fair to say that power plant 
waste presents a significant risk to clean water and public 
health in Illinois. Illinois is clearly bearing a great public risk 
that, until now, has received little attention. The current state 
of oversight of coal waste disposal is insufficient to protect 
our water supplies and resources adequately. Besides the ash 
impoundment dump sites, the State of Illinois also allows 
power plant waste to be dumped in active and abandoned 
coal mines. Requirements, responsibilities, and units of 
government providing oversight vary depending on where 
and how the waste is disposed of or used. 

(continued on page 6) 

Illinois’ 24 Coal-Fired 
Power Plants
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A Message from our Executive Director

Prairie Rivers Network’s annual fundraising 
dinner will be held on Friday, November 
6th at the I Hotel and Conference Center in 
Champaign.

We are excited to announce that our keynote 
speaker will be Carolyn Raffensperger, 
executive director of the Science and 
Environmental Health Network (www.
sehn.org ), a non-profit working to engages 
communities and governments in the 
effective application of science to protect and 
restore public and ecosystem health.  When 
Carolyn left a career as an archaeologist to 
join the environmental movement, she first 

worked for the Sierra Club in Illinois where 
she addressed an array of environmental 
issues, including forest management, river 
protection, pesticide pollutants, and disposal 
of radioactive waste. 

As an environmental lawyer Carolyn 
specializes in the fundamental changes in 
law and policy necessary for the protection 
and restoration of public health and the 
environment.  

We hope you will be able to join PRN 
staff and board members and fellow river 
advocates for this important event.

Annual Fundraising Dinner - November 6

To our supporters,

About a month ago, and virtually unnoticed 
in the swirl of news surrounding the national 
health care debate, Governor Quinn appointed 
John Rogner to be the Assistant Director of 
the Department of Natural Resources. Mr. 
Rogner is a biologist, and will be on loan 
from the US Fish and Wildlife Service, 
where he has run the Chicago Field Office 
for over ten years. Together with Director 
Marc Miller (formerly of PRN!), this puts 
a team of natural resource conservation 
professionals at the top of this influential 
agency. We appreciate that fulfilling DNR’s 
mission has won out over cronyism in both 
of these appointments, and look forward to 
working constructively with Messrs. Miller 
and Rogner on a variety of issues, from 
coal mine regulations to increasing youth 
participation in outdoor activities.

While a network of committed professionals 
in top agency positions is important in 
advancing the cause of clean, healthy rivers in 
Illinois, a network of committed and engaged 
citizens is even more important. Elected 
officials ultimately set the tone for all levels 
of government agencies; when these officials 
hear a strong mandate from their constituents 
about protecting clean water, we have the 
best chance at advancing our goals. At Prairie 

Rivers, we have 
developed a top-
notch staff and 
a reputation for 
credibility with 
local, state and 
federal regulators. 
Now we want 
to combine that 
hard-won position 
with a larger network of supporters in 
order to increase our effectiveness. When 
we speak now, agencies listen; with an 
expanded network, the politicians who set 
the tone for those agencies will listen. We 
will expand our network by reaching out 
to new communities, improving the lines 
of communications with our supporters, 
and by providing more opportunities for 
you to get involved – outings, educational 
opportunities, and letting decision makers 
know about your support for clean water. 
We hope these opportunities will spark and 
renew our shared passion for achieving 
clean, healthy rivers for all Illinoisans. 

Sincerely, 

Glynnis Collins



BEFORE: Grassy swale behind 
Chesterbrook Academy
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Prairie Rivers and Developer Infiltrate Stormwater Together!
by Stacy James, Water Resources Scientist

When rain falls and snow melts, the resulting stormwater 
runoff eventually winds up in rivers and lakes. As stormwater 
travels, it picks up trash, pesticides, and other pollutants that 
then contaminate Illinois’ waterways. Urban stormwater 
isn’t just dirty, there’s a lot of it!  In highly developed areas, 
more than half of precipitation becomes runoff because it 
cannot soak into the pavement and roads that cover most of 
the ground. This leads to an unnaturally high influx of water 
into rivers and lakes, causing flooding, eroding shorelines 
and streambanks, and property damage. Subsequently, most 
urban waterways are not very healthy.  

At PRN, we are working to promote development that keeps 
most precipitation on site instead of sending it to the nearest 
storm drain. Stormwater management practices such as 
porous pavement, rain gardens, and green roofs are among 
the many options available; collectively, these practices are 
known as “green infrastructure.” Our advocacy work really 
becomes fun when we move beyond meetings or mailings 
and into implementation.  Fortunately, Fox Development 
Corporation of Champaign asked us for help on two projects 
where the green infrastructure approach would not only 
improve on-site water permeability, but aesthetics as well! 
Of course, we couldn’t say “no” to our landlord!  Indeed, 
we welcomed the opportunity to work with a progressive 
company that values open space and manages many 
properties in Champaign County.

The first project 
we tackled was a 
grassy swale behind 
C h e s t e r b r o o k 
Academy at the 
University of Illinois 
Research Park. The 
swale collects water 
from a nearby street 
and parking lot, 
but the occasional 
presence of standing 
water damaged 
underlying grass 
and made mowing 
difficult.  As a 
solution, the grass 
was removed and 
the soil was blended 

with compost to increase water infiltration.  Gravel was then 
placed over the soil.  Moisture-loving, native, flowering 

plant species were planted on the west slope of the swale, 
to help soak up the stormwater and provide colorful wildlife 
habitat.  In the year since the project was completed, this 
bioswale has become well-established with healthy plants 
and the area no longer needs to be mowed:

The second project took place at the I Hotel and Conference 
Center. The 2-acre detention basin was a big, square hole in 
the ground: weedy and unattractive. To make this an amenity 
instead of an eyesore for guests, the area was planted with 
native species that tolerate occasional inundation with 
stormwater. The ecological services firm JFNew prepared 
the soil and did the seeding earlier this year.  Additional, 
eye-catching vegetative features were added to the basin’s 
slopes, and an observation deck provides a place to hang out 
and bird watch.  Some of the funding for this project came 
from the Illinois Department of Agriculture’s Conservation 
Practices Program, via a grant to Prairie Rivers Network that 
was administered by the Champaign County Soil and Water 
Conservation District. 

We thank Fox Development Corporation for being a local 
leader in green infrastructure and daring to do what most are 
afraid to try.  We hope these projects will serve as models for 
the community, with other developers following suit.  Green 
infrastructure can be a very cost-effective way of managing 
stormwater, while providing recreational, aesthetic, and 
wildlife benefits that improve our quality of life.

AFTER: Bioswale in bloom



It is time once again to celebrate and elevate the important 
work of a dedicated citizen volunteer who spends countless 
hours working to protect Illinois’ rivers. There are many 
dedicated citizen volunteers around our state that spend 
countless hours working to protect Illinois’ rivers. They 
educate us; they do the legwork; they speak the unpopular 
truths; they go above and beyond. Too often, their outstanding 

efforts and successes are not known outside of their local 
community. PRN wants to recognize and celebrate these 
river stewards.

If you know a river steward you would like to nominate, 
please visit our website at www.prairierivers.org or contact 
Cecily at csmith@PrairieRivers.org.
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Ask Gov. Quinn and General Assembly to Discourage Floodplain Development
In the final hours before his August 30th deadline for taking 
action, Governor Quinn issued an “amendatory veto” on the 
STAR Bonds Financing Act (Senate Bill 1909). The Bill sets 
up a mechanism for public financing of large commercial 
developments in blighted urban areas. Prairie Rivers 
Network, along with many of our partners (Sierra Club 
- Illinois Chapter and Kaskaskia Group, American Bottom 
Conservancy, Illinois Environmental Council), opposed 
the Bill throughout the 2009 Legislative Session because it 
includes the ludicrous provision that eligible projects must be 
at least partly located in floodplains. 
This provision is part of the Bill in 
order to target the taxpayer subsidy 
to a specific development, a mega- 
shopping mall and entertainment 
complex in and along the floodplain of 
the Mississippi River in Glen Carbon, 
IL (metro East St. Louis area). We 
are pleased that the Governor has 
requested lower subsidies than were 
proposed by Bill Sponsor Senator 
James Clayborne, of Belleville. 
However, we are disappointed that the 
issue of floodplain development has not been addressed.

A floodplain is a land area adjacent to a river, stream, or 
other water body that is subject to flooding. This area, if 
left undisturbed, stores excess rainwater during storms. If 
developed, floodwaters are displaced, leading to increased 
flooding elsewhere. According to State floodplain 
management officials, Illinois is one of the nation’s most 
flood-prone states, with flooding currently costing the State 
more than $250 million a year. 

Preservation of floodplain areas reduces the number and 
severity of floods and minimizes water pollution. Floodplains 
frequently contain large tracts of wetlands that provide 
critical wildlife habitat, store and filter floodwaters, and help 
recharge underground drinking water supplies. Floodplains 
should remain undeveloped. This is especially important 

now when the state and local communities already face 
severe budget deficits and are ill-equipped to deal with costs 
associated with more flooding.

There are three possible outcomes for the Bill at the General 
Assembly’s October Veto session: (1) legislators may take 
no action (killing the bill), (2) they may adopt Quinn’s 
amendment (enacting the Bill as amended), or (3) they may 
override the amendment (enacting the Bill as originally 
proposed). While option 1 would be a win for the floodplain, 

we think that options 2 or 3 are more 
likely outcomes. In the run up to the 
Veto Session, we will be calling upon 
Governor Quinn and leaders in the 
Senate and House to show leadership 
and fix the irresponsible mandate 
the Bill provides for floodplain 
development across Illinois. We ask 
you to make your voice heard as 
well.

Contact Governor Quinn at .
217/782-0244 or 312/814-2121 or 

at www.illinois.gov/GOV/. Let him know that you are 
disappointed that he did nothing to fix the irresponsible 
mandate for floodplain development in Senate Bill 1909, 
a mandate that goes against everything we know about 
wise floodplain management. Ask him, as a longtime 
champion of our rivers, to protect communities, the 
environment, and taxpayer dollars.

Contact the General Assembly members below. Ask them to 
show leadership in removing the irresponsible mandate for 
floodplain development contained in the STAR Bonds Bill.

Senator James Clayborne (Bill Sponsor) at 618/875-1212
Rep. Tom Holbrook (Bill Sponsor) at 618/394-2211

Senate President John Cullerton at 773/883-0770
House Speaker Michael Madigan at 773/581-8000

Your State Senator and Representative

Nominate Your Favorite River Steward TODAY!

Proposed site for STAR bonds development in 
the American Bottom floodplain
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An Interview with Board Members, Jon McNussen and Clark Bullard
by Rob Kanter, Prairie Rivers Network member

Prairie Rivers Network is the Illinois Affiliate of the National 
Wildlife Federation (NWF), whose mission is to “inspire 
Americans to protect wildlife for our children’s future.” This 
partnership, started in 1999, connects PRN to national-level 
conservation work and creates opportunities to learn from 
our peers in other states. 

Two of PRN’s board members, Jon McNussen and Clark 
Bullard, represented Illinois this year at the NWF Annual 
Meeting, where Clark Bullard was also re-elected to the 
NWF board of directors. 

Prairie Rivers Network member 
Rob Kanter traveled with Jon and 
Clark and asked them to share what 
they learned from the NWF Annual 
Meeting. Rob Kanter is the author of 
the website environmentalalmanac.
blogspot.com.

Rob Kanter:  What do you get out 
of attending the National Wildlife 

Federation’s Annual Meeting?

Clark Bullard:  NWF is providing 
strong leadership in climate policy, 
particularly its efforts to focus 
Congress on the need to establish 
contiguous migration corridors to 
ensure that plants and wildlife can 
survive global warming.  

Even in the most optimistic scenario 
for phasing out fossil fuels, wildlife 
and their food supplies must move northward together at a 
rate of 30 feet per day, every day for the next century, just to 
survive climate changes already in the pipeline. If we don’t 
link fragmented habitats, logically along our rivers and 
streams, hundreds of species will be trapped and die in the 
fragmented habitats where they live today.  Prairie Rivers is 
working with Illinois Department of Natural Resources to 
focus the state’s Wildlife Action Plan on this critical issue of 
wildlife survival.

In the Midwest, the biggest threat to wildlife is from industrial 
agriculture. Sixty-seven percent of Illinois’ land has been 
turned into an ecologically sterile landscape of corn and 
beans producing polluted runoff that is currently unregulated 
by EPA. With food and fuel now competing for a finite 

amount of land, pollution could increase and more habitat 
could be destroyed.  Now is the time to re-visit agriculture’s 
special exemptions from our environmental laws – before it 
is too late. 

Jon McNussen: Going to the meeting 
allows me to learn about what’s going 
on in other states in terms of policy 
and legislative activity, and to get a 
sense of what strategies are working 
effectively for other affiliates. It also 
allows me to share what’s effective 
for us with others.

I think we all draw inspiration from 
hearing about the successes of 

others. Representatives from the New Mexico affiliate, for 
example, gave a truly compelling presentation on their work 
to organize groups with widely divergent interests in order to 
protect the Valle Vidal (aka “New Mexico’s Yellowstone”) 
from oil and gas development.

It’s also good to meet with other people face-to-face to talk 
over opportunities for collaboration, since the concerns of 
Prairie Rivers Network—clean air, clean water, wildlife—
transcend political boundaries.

Rob Kanter: How will what you heard at the meeting 
influence your approach to PRN’s work in Illinois?

Jon McNussen: I was struck by the commitment to 
developing partnerships with groups that haven’t been 
traditional allies to work in pursuit of common goals. I think 
that’s what it’s going to take to meet a challenge as large as 
global warming.

I also applaud the way NWF brings together a wide variety 
of speakers, from people who are working on technical 
solutions to energy challenges, to hunters and anglers, the 
people who are witnessing climate change on the ground. 
We’re at a critical moment for action, one that calls for 
changes in policy, business, and everyday behavior.

Clark Bullard: Two things. My service on the committee 
that oversees NWF’s 47 state affiliates reveals that PRN is 
well above average but still has much to learn from more 
successful peers, and NWF provides opportunities to do just 
that.  Second, NWF is a $100 million/year organization with 
a talented staff that exerts a powerful influence on federal 
policy.  Employing some of the same governance and staffing 
practices here can increase PRN’s effectiveness in Illinois. 

Rob Kanter

Clark Bullard

Jon McNussen
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Coal Plants, Coal Waste - continued from page 1

This lack of consistency creates opportunity for threats and 
problems to go undetected. In the near future at least, we 
expect to see greater production and disposal of coal waste. 
The state lacks the knowledge and capacity to coordinate the 
proper monitoring and management of these wastes needed 
to avoid a repeat of the Tennessee disaster here in Illinois. 
To that end, Prairie Rivers Network in collaboration with a 
variety of partners has committed to:

1.	 Pressure IEPA to ensure that existing coal waste disposal 
sites are managed safely and that future sites are designed 
to prevent harm to our communities and water supplies;

2.	 Critically review and challenge proposed facilities and 
permits that do not include adequate protections and 
monitoring; and

3.	 Work with Illinois legislators to update regulations 
governing coal waste use and disposal to ensure 

appropriate siting, proper pollution controls and adequate 
regulatory oversight.

How you can get involved:

1.	 Find out about the coal waste risks nearest your 
community by calling Illinois EPA’s Division of Public 
Water Supplies at 217/785-4787.

2.	 Work with your local watershed group to monitor your 
water (www.PrairieRivers.org/GetInvolved/)

3.	 Join Prairie Rivers Network and contribute to our effort 
(www.PrairieRivers.org).

1 Managing Coal Combustion Residues in Mines, National Research Council of the 
National Academies, 2006. 

DRAFT U.S. EPA Human and Ecological Risk Assessment of Coal Combustion 
Waste, U.S. EPA, 2008.

Wastes from the combustion of fossil fuels: Volume 2- Methods, Findings, and 
Recommendations, U.S. EPA Report to Congress, 1999.

by Alison Meanor, Water Resources Advocate

As part of our continuing initiative on Building Capacity in 
Illinois Watersheds, PRN, along with the Illinois EPA and 
U.S. EPA, held workshops this summer, in Chicago and 
Champaign, on “Using On-Line Data 
and Tools for Your Watershed.” These 
workshops taught participants how 
to evaluate pollution sources in their 
watersheds and create customized maps. 

The goal of this workshop was to teach 
watershed planners, managers, and 
citizen how to use and display publicly 
available information on local water 
pollution problems  in order to generate support for their 
efforts and strategize planning efforts. 

Participants explored EPA’s “Surf Your Watershed” website 
to find information specific to their watersheds, including 
details about impaired waters. They learned how to use an 
interactive on-line mapping tool and layer data from EPA 
water quality stations, EPA regulated facilities, USGS water 
monitoring stations, and the National Wetlands Inventory.

Participants provided positive feedback, particularly about 
the hands-on nature of the workshop.  PRN thanks the hard-
working and enthusiastic team from U.S. EPA Region 5, 

who designed and presented the workshop material: Cyd 
Curtis, Environmental Scientist; Tom Davenport, National 
Nonpoint Source Expert & Region 5 Agricultural Advisor; 
Janice Huang, Systems Design and Support; Carmen Masó, 
GIS Analyst; and Lucy Stanfield, GIS Specialist.

PRN also thanks, Jennifer Nebe, Water 
Resource Specialist from “Save the 
Dunes Conservation Fund”, who shared 
how her organization has used online 
data and tools to reach their conservation 
goals. Jennifer also showed participants 
how to use U.S. EPA’s “Nonpoint 
Source Outreach Toolbox” to create a 

personalized public service announcement.

Kim Erndt (PRN) shared a variety of on-line resources for 
watershed groups to use as they create plans and meet their 
goals, including PRN’s “Toolkit for Watershed Groups” and 
U.S. EPA’s “Getting In Step.”

For more information about upcoming workshops, please go 
to the PRN website and click on “For  Watershed Groups” 
or “Capacity Building Workshops”, or contact Alison at 
ameanor@prairierivers.org; 217/344-2371.

Funding for these workshops is provided by IEPA and EPA 
through Section 319 of the Clean Water Act.

Watershed Managers and Planners Learn to Access Online Data
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Support Prairie Rivers Network
There Are Many Ways to Give:

Cash    Grain    Stock    Bequests  

Challenge Grants      Endowments  

Raffle Prizes     Annuities      Trusts    

Recruiting New Members

Life Insurance          Living Will    

Workplace Giving     Sponsorship

Have underperforming stocks? Put 
them to good use by donating them to 
Prairie Rivers Network.

Yes, I want to help protect our rivers and streams.

○ $15 Student Membership 	 ○ $25 Basic Membership
○ $50	 ○ $100	 ○ $250	 ○ $500 
○ Other $ _ ______________

Name:______________________________________________________

Address:_ ___________________________________________________

City, State, Zip:_______________________________________________

Phone:______________________________________________________

E-mail (to receive Action Alerts):_________________________________

Thank you for your support!

All members receive our newsletter and action alerts. Your contribution to PRN is tax deductible.

Make checks payable to: Prairie Rivers Network, 1902 Fox Drive, Suite G, Champaign, IL 61820

Support PRN by attending the Salt Fork 
Arts Festival. Last year, Sleepy Creek 
Vineyards raised over $1,000 for PRN. 

IL Takes a Closer Look at Being Green
by Stacy James, Water Resources Scientist  

For every inch of rain that falls, about 
a half-gallon of stormwater runoff is 
produced from one square foot of roof 
or pavement. That’s a lot of water, 
and most of it eventually winds up 
in our waterways. Along the way, 
the stormwater picks up oil, trash, 
bird droppings, pesticides, and other 
pollutants from the ground. 

Since stormwater is dirty, certain 
construction sites, industrial 
developments, and municipalities 
are required to have a permit for the 
stormwater they shed. The Illinois 
Environmental Protection Agency 
(IEPA) is responsible for issuing these 
permits, which allow stormwater 
to be discharged with little or no 
treatment into sewer systems and 
rivers. Historically, regulated entities 
have managed stormwater on their 
properties via “gray infrastructure” 
(e.g., gutters, pipes, storm drains) and 
detention or retention ponds. These 
systems do little to purify stormwater. 

But now people realize that infiltrating 
stormwater into the ground keeps 
pollution out of waterways and 
reduces flooding.  Subsequently, a 
suite of practices known as “green 
infrastructure” has been developed 
to trap and soak up water where it 
falls. Examples of green infrastructure 
include porous pavement and rain 
gardens. 

Green infrastructure is not very 
widespread, but could become 
required by permits, local ordinances, 
or even state law. To better understand 
green infrastructure’s potential to 
manage stormwater, IEPA has funded 
a report that should be completed 
in 2010. One of the recipients of 
the funding is Chicago’s Center for 
Neighborhood Technology, a PRN 
partner organization. For our part, 
we will be working with the report 
writers and IEPA during and after 
the completion of the report, and 
advocating that Illinois take significant 
steps to promote on-site infiltration 
and green infrastructure.
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Mark Your Calendar!

Prairie Rivers Network is a member of Earth Share of Illinois. If you participate in a workplace giving campaign, look for ESI 
and you can designate PRN to receive your contributions.

1902 Fox Drive, Suite G
Champaign, IL 61820

217/344-2371
www.PrairieRivers.orgReturn Service Requested

Sangamon River Cleanup  
September 19, 2009.

9:00 am - noon at Lincoln Park, Decatur.
Contact: Jo Caulkins, (217) 433-0834

It’s Our River Day 
September 19, 2009.

www.standingupforillinois.org/cleanwater

Salt Fork Arts Festival (Benefitting PRN) 
September 26-27, 2009.

www.sleepycreekvineyards.com

First Annual Pumpkin Paddle (Chicago River) 
October 17, 2009.

Launch time 9:00-11:00 am.
Contact Tom, IL Paddling Council, lindbladet@sbcglobal.net

Capacity Building Workshop on Building Partnerships 
October: TBA.

Contact: Alison, ameanor@prairierivers.org

PRN Membership Fall Paddle 
Middle Fork Vermilion River.
October 3, 2009 (tentative).

Contact: Stacy, sjames@prairierivers.org

Midwest Environmental Education Conference 
October 14-17, 2009.

I-Hotel and Conference Center, Champaign, IL.
www.eeai.net/annual_conf.htm

PRN Annual Dinner.
November 6, 2009 - 6 PM.

I Hotel and Conference Center, Champaign

“King Corn” Movie Screening and Panel Discussion.
November 10, 2009 - 7 PM.

Champaign Public Library, Robeson B.
Contact:  Stacy, sjames@prairierivers.org




