The Conservation Foundation’s

Strategic Plan

Fiscal Years 2023-2027
Our Mission:
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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Our Vision
We envision a sustainable region where, through engagement and collaboration:






Protected natural areas provide quality habitats for wildlife and places where
people can enjoy nature forever,
Public and private partnerships accelerate the pace of land preservation for the
enrichment of all,
People benefit from and enjoy clean and healthy streams, wetlands and lakes,
All land development incorporates stewardship of the environment,
People understand and embrace conservation issues, and act to preserve the
environment.

The Conservation Foundation is a recognized expert and reasoned voice on
conservation issues and with the help of our members and donors, provides the
leadership required to achieve this vision.

Our Values
We embrace the values of transparency, integrity, honesty, and humility in our
commitment to:










the public good,
responsible stewardship of resources,
upholding the law,
striving for excellence,
respecting the worth, dignity and diversity of our natural environment,
respecting the value, dignity, and diversity of individuals,
creating a welcoming environment for all individuals,
maintaining the public trust.

These values inform and guide the actions that we take in developing our
programs, policies and practices.
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Our Community Focus
Over the next five years, The Conservation
Foundation will continue to strengthen our
commitment to be an inclusive, communitybased organization with impactful on-theground programs and projects tailored to the
needs of each community served. This approach
will result in:








Deeper mission impact in our communities,
Local, grassroots efforts that help mitigate the
impacts of climate change,
A consistent and expected presence in our
communities,
Meaningful and long-lasting relationships with
communities and individuals,
A more engaged community in local conservation,
Broader community support for The Conservation
Foundation and for local conservation programs,
Communities where conservation is embraced as a
core value.

Our Critical Principles for Success


We understand that the more inclusive we are, the more diverse people and
perspectives we will have, and that will lead to better programs, outcomes and
mission impact.



We incorporate a whole community philosophy and look for mission intersectionality
when seeking new and different community partners.



We remain the reasoned voice for conservation and understand this approach
facilitates more voices being heard.



We continue to develop partnerships and programs based on specific county and
local community priorities to engage people where they live.



To remain a leader in conservation, we are flexible, opportunistic, creative, innovative
and possess an entrepreneurial spirit.
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Our Priorities
As a conservation land trust, we will always focus on our core mission of
preserving and restoring natural lands, cleaning up our rivers and streams,
educating the public on conservation issues, and engaging people at the
local level in conservation efforts.
Saying that, it is always good to have organizational priorities—specific areas
to focus efforts and resources to ensure we are taking advantage of the
opportunities and “moments in time” that are presented to us. These three
priorities build upon our past successes, and will help us ensure a more
sustainable future as we grow our financial resources and community
conservation programs.
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Strategic Priority #1

Be more inclusive, impactful and relevant to people and communities by growing
and adapting our conservation programs to local needs.


Evaluate, grow and adapt current programs and ensure they meet the changing needs
of residents, partners, communities, and nature.



Create new pathways for people to connect to nature and The Conservation
Foundation by integrating programs into an interconnected web of local
engagement opportunities.



Develop partnerships with a diverse set of stakeholders in communities with the
highest need for nature-based programming, and pilot new community engagement
programs that address local barriers to nature and are responsive to community needs.

Strategic Priority #2

Develop more sustainable funding to enable expansion of programs and increased
mission impact by growing our endowment to at least $5 million.


Launch a planned giving outreach campaign to encourage members and donors to
donate to our endowment and include The Conservation Foundation in their estate
planning.



Partner with community foundations, other philanthropic organizations, wealth
advisors, estate planners, and insurance brokers so they inform conservation-minded
donors about The Conservation Foundation.



Develop a recognition and stewardship plan to retain members of the Perennial Circle
and keep them engaged and connected to The Conservation Foundation.
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Strategic Priority #3

Sustain our mission’s future by increasing our membership and donor base
through marketing and outreach campaigns targeted toward more diverse groups.


Use listening as a powerful engagement tool by developing a structured research and
listening process to expand to new audiences and deepen our connection to our
existing base.



Develop marketing and communications plans for our community-based programs that
target new people as well as deepen our relationship with the audiences we currently
serve.



Design and implement place-based marketing campaigns to connect people to the land
right where they are and inspire ownership and investment.



Continue to empower the Next Gen Advisory and Inclusion Councils to host activities
that introduce our mission and engage more young and diverse people.
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Additional Program Planning
This strategic plan is supported by more detailed plans for each of our major program areas as well
as priorities for each county. Here are brief summaries of each of our 10 major program areas with a
5-year focus.
Land Preservation: Our core mission area since 1972, we have helped preserve more than 36,000
acres of land in northeast Illinois. We help our public agency partners in a variety of ways and also
work with landowners on private conservation efforts. Over the next 5 years, we will focus on
working with park and forest preserve districts to expand open space in areas that are
under-resourced, support open space referenda campaigns to purchase more public land, and assist
natural resource agencies in many other ways to preserve and protect natural lands. We will focus
on efforts along rivers and streams, especially the Fox River, DuPage River and Aux Sable Creek.

Land Stewardship & Habitat Restoration: On lands we own and manage, we restore the health
of our native ecosystems by removing non-native and invasive species, and reintroduce natural
processes, like prescribed fire, back to our natural landscapes. Over the next five years we will
continue restoration efforts at our Dayton Bluffs Preserve in Ottawa, O’hara Woods in Romeoville,
and start new restoration efforts on newly acquired lands - Harper’s Farm wetland restoration
(Ottawa) and Belrose Farm (Wedron). We will also start a new volunteer stewardship group to help
manage our more than 45 conservation easements, and assist forest preserves and other agencies
in their volunteer restoration efforts.

River & Watershed Protection: We partner with local units of government and other
conservation groups to promote clean water and healthy rivers and streams. We present community
educational seminars and activities, organize volunteer opportunities, and participate in restoration
projects that improve the health of our waterways. We provide professional staff, leadership and
technical expertise to the DuPage River Salt Creek Workgroup, Lower DuPage River Watershed
Coalition, the Lower Des Plaines River Workgroup and the Chicago Area Waterways Chloride
Workgroup. We are also heavily involved in the Fox River and its tributaries. Over the next 5 years,
we will focus on educating local communities on the impacts of salt on our water quality, organize
and participate in river cleanups, support the removal of the Fullersburg Woods dam and other
major stream restorations, and integrate our watershed outreach programs and materials with our
Conservation In Our Community program.

Green Earth Harvest: This is our organic vegetable farming program. Most of the vegetables are
distributed through a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) model. It’s a lot of good, nutritious
food grown locally, right at our McDonald Farm by our Green Earth Harvest farm crew and
volunteers using sustainable agriculture techniques. Over the next 5 years, we will focus on
increasing our early season capacity by constructing a new, heated greenhouse, promote and
practice urban farming in our service area, establish a mentoring program for young (high school,
community college) people of color interested in farming, and create a way for shareholders and
others to donate in order to reduce the cost of shares to families in need.
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Additional Program Planning, Continued
Community Engagement & Outreach:

Our community engagement efforts help people
connect to and take care of nature in their communities. We provide workshops, webinars, tours,
presentations, demonstration projects, educational materials and are often found tabling at local
events to involve people in The Conservation Foundation’s mission. In the next five years we aim to
expand and deepen our engagement with communities by establishing new partnerships in
communities with the highest need for nature connection and nature-based solutions. These
partnerships and collaborations will lead to new and expanded projects and programs that
engage people in meaningful activities

Nature Rx: Through Nature Rx programs we aim to educate the community and promote the
efforts of healthcare facilities, park districts, and forest preserves to engage people with the
outdoors. We strive to increase awareness of the mental, spiritual and physical benefits of
nature, increase the number of children and adults spending time in nature and collaboratively
work with health and natural areas management organizations to “prescribe” nature. Over the
next five years, we will initiate and expand inclusive and accessible Nature Rx offerings with local
partners and further support medical practitioners in prescribing nature-based experiences.

Conservation@Home & Conservation@Work: These programs work with homeowners and
businesses to transform their landscapes into healthy and resilient habitats by planting native
plants, implementing environmentally-friendly practices, and conserving water. Participants are
able to have their properties certified and receive a sign that highlights that they are creating
healthy habitat and saving water. In the coming five years, these programs aim to reach more
people and engage them in conservation actions close to where they live and work. In addition,
we will continue to work to ensure that native plants are readily available to consumers and that
municipalities support sustainable landscape practices.

Conservation In Our Community: We work in partnership with local municipalities, park
districts and other local organizations to deliver a variety of programs based on community
needs. We engage residents on conservation projects such as rain barrel distribution, litter
cleanups, community presentations, green infrastructure projects, pollinator gardens and other
demonstration projects. In the next five years we will continue to adapt our offerings to meet the
needs of municipalities and community organizations, and respond to emerging community needs
around nature-based solutions to local issues.

Youth Education: We provide high-quality nature and farm-themed experiences for elementary
students through summer camps, school field trips, afterschool programs, scout events, family
programs, and our longstanding Mighty Acorns program. These add up to approximately 1,700
students each year connecting with nature, the outdoors, and local food systems in meaningful
ways. Over the next five years we will focus on expanding our farm-based offerings and explore
and develop programs to reach middle/high school students and various ability levels.

Fox River Initiative:

The Fox River Initiative aims to increase appreciation and understanding of
the Fox River and the associated natural and cultural assets throughout the Fox River Valley. This
multi-year campaign draws attention to the beauty and importance of a healthy Fox River and has
established local community partnerships throughout the watershed, completed the “Art of the
Fox” project to show the river’s beauty through art, and engaged youth educational programming
and other activities. In the next five years, we will expand on these relationships and develop
others in order to build partnerships that catalyze community involvement, appreciation of the
Fox River Valley, and address multiple community needs.
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Our County Focus
As a community-based conservation organization, we look at specific areas in
each of the four major counties we serve. We rely on our county Advisory Councils,
and other partners and stakeholders to help us pursue opportunities important to them.
Here are lists for each of our core four counties and focus statements for other counties
where we also work. We will do our best to incorporate many of these ideas into our local
conservation work.
DuPage County:


Partner with Cool DuPage and other organizations to promote sustainable energy use, such as
PV solar, electric vehicles and other gas-powered machines, as well as other forms of renewable
energy to reduce carbon emissions.



Develop stronger partnerships with park districts and other like-minded organizations, like Wild Ones,
to promote environmental awareness, Nature Rx, Conservation@Home and implement
on-the-ground conservation projects on park lands.



Increase public awareness of climate change mitigation and resiliency.



Continue to educate residents on stormwater management, water conservation and water quality
issues.



Continue to assist the forest preserve district and park districts in preserving more open space,
especially along streams and in under-resourced communities.



Interact with local colleges to get students involved and seek out church committees that are
conservation-oriented.

Kane County:


Implement the new Nature Rx program in Kane County.



Increase engagement opportunities for residents that are inclusive, such as more youth education
and citizen restoration and stewardship activities.



Increase public awareness of climate change mitigation and resiliency.



Continue to educate residents on stormwater management, water conservation and water quality
issues.



Investigate opportunities to assist the agricultural community in conservation.



Continue to assist the forest preserve district, townships and park districts in preserving more open
space, especially along streams and in and under-resourced communities.
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Our County Focus, Continued
Kendall County:


Implement community engagement events and opportunities that promote climate change
mitigation and resiliency.



Increase Conservation@Home and Work programming and promote native landscaping.



Help the Forest Preserve District increase their land stewardship through volunteering.



Continue to assist the Forest Preserve District in preserving more open space, especially along the
Fox River.



Continue to assist the Dickson-Murst Farm Partners with their events.



Investigate opportunities to assist the agricultural community in conservation.

Will County:


Develop local community partnerships in under-resourced communities.



Partner with local businesses to promote ecotourism.



Increase public awareness of climate change mitigation and resiliency.



Develop new “gateway” programs that introduce nature and gardening to residents in multi-family
dwellings.



Partner with the Lower DuPage River Coalition and the Lower Des Plaines Workgroup in promoting
water quality, water conservation and stormwater best practices.



Continue to assist the Forest Preserve District and park districts in preserving more open space,
especially along streams and in under-resourced communities.

Other Counties Where We Work:
DeKalb: The Conservation Foundation will continue to assist the DeKalb County Forest Preserve District with land
acquisitions and facilitating land donations, and place conservation easements on private lands.

Grundy: The Conservation Foundation will look for land conservation and watershed protection opportunities in the
Aux Sable Creek watershed and other areas throughout the county.

LaSalle: The Conservation Foundation will continue to focus land conservation activities on the Lower Fox River watershed
and the Ottawa community. Managing our Dayton Bluffs Preserve and Belrose Farm properties are a priority, as well as the
Indian Islands Bluffs conservation easement and wetland restoration work at Harper’s Farm.

Cook County: The Conservation Foundation will continue to coordinate the Chicago Areas Waterways project, focusing
on chloride reduction strategies in Chicago-area waterways.

The Conservation Foundation will continue to partner with and mentor other like-minded
conservation organizations.
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