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PROTECTING THE MIDDLE FORK OF THE VERMILION
A DECADES-LONG EFFORT OF RIVER STEWARDSHIP

BY ANDREW REHM

The fghr for the Middle Fork has
been decades-long, and withour the
tireless work of many folks who have
stood up for the tiver, we wouldn't
have it roday Late this January, Prairie
Rivers Network took the next big step
in prorecting Ilincis® only MNadonal
Scenic River by anncuncing our intent
1o sue Dynegy For ongoing pollution
of the Middle Fork. The coal ash ar
Dynegy's closed Vermilion Power
Starion has been polluting the river
for decades, and we'rs locking to puta
stop 1o thar and permanentdly proteer

the river for generations to come.
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In 1966, the land that would become
the Middle Fork State Fish & Wildlife
Ares was on the Army Corps list of
planned dams and reservoirs. To build
the dam that would Aood the area to
creare the reservolr, state and county
governments stated purchasing land
in the Middle Fork river valley from the
farmers and other prvare landowners
along the banks of the river. Ewen
the eoal ash pits ar the power station,
then owned by Ilinois Power, would
have been drowned by the dam. The
ash would have made the lake 3 dsky
drinking water source; although,
we didn't know az much abour the
threats of coal ash then as we do now

The dam was opposed by the
Commirtee on the Middle Fork, who
fought deelessly to stop the dam. The
land grab by the stare and coumty
ended up working for the Middle
Fork river, as the Commitree saw an
opportunity to rurn the river valley,
now largely owned by the public,
into a recreationsl and wildlife space.
In 77 and 78, the land was rurned
over 1o conservation, connecting and
expanding Kennekuk Counry Park In
the north and Kickapoo Stare Patk in
the south with the new Middle Fork
Srare Fish and Wildlife Azea 1o coears

3 contigucus park and wilderness ares.
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Bur even that wasa® enough 1o
protect a fiver, as proponens for
the dam revived the reservoir project
in the eady "80s. To ensure that the
Middle Fork wouldn't be threarened
by another dam or other man-made
ecological  disaster, advocares for
the river worked o ger the Natonal
Park Service o give the Middle
Fork the Matonal Scenic River
designation. Ulrimarely, they wers
zble to ger the General Assembly
to make 3 recommendation that the
Middle Fork be added to the US
list of Narional Scenic Rivers, one
of the few in the Midwest, and o
date the only designated in Illinods.

MNow, Dynegy’s Vermilion Power
Smtion s the last inholding of
privately owned land along the 17
mile stretch of otherwise publicly
owned land that is part of the
National Secenic designadon. The
power planr was elosed in 2011, but
for decades it dumped coal ash in
three huge coal ash impoundments
on the banks of the Middle Fork.
Thar coal ash, which can conrain
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