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To protect land, water and recreational opportunities, the

State of Illinois should create a comprehensive funding

strategy to support open space and other land

conservation. State budget deficits have forced lawmakers and

other officials to make difficult decisions about state spending,

and funding for open space has waned in the face of other

budgetary priorities. 

This report is intended to help our elected and appointed

officials understand the importance of open space and the

continued need for funding by documenting the state of

conservation efforts in Illinois, and focusing on the funding

mechanisms that support those efforts. A significant investment

is needed to conserve land and water for future generations

and give Illinois the ability to provide the state matching funds

required to secure federal land conservation funding from

several different programs. By creating additional funding for

conservation in Illinois, the state can leverage those federal

funds to provide good return on investment.

Moving forward, Illinois has two new tools that will help to guide

acquisition decisions. The newly developed and nationally

recognized State Wildlife Action Plan provides a blueprint for

habitat needs, while an update of the state’s Natural Areas

Inventory will identify the most important natural areas in need

of protection. With these tools in place, and as land prices

continue to rise, Illinois is at a critical point at which funding

should be increased for acquiring and protecting open space.

Illinois Needs More Open Space

According to the 2004 Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor

Recreation Plan 2003-2008 (SCORP), about $3 billion in state

and local funding is needed to protect an additional 85,000

acres across the state, for renovation and restoration projects in

existing parks and recreation facilities, and for new public

recreation facilities.1 As development continues, the need for

protected open space becomes more acute. Parks, forest

preserves and other protected areas provide city and suburban

residents with access to open space. Protected land in

exurban areas also saves local habitats and indigenous wildlife.

Open land provides significant economic, social and

environmental benefits:

Fishing, hunting and wildlife-associated recreation generates

nearly $4.2 billion in economic activity each year in Illinois.2

Of the residents in Illinois counties with park districts, 83

percent visited a park in the last year, averaging more than a

dozen visits.3

Of the 11 most endangered grassland and shrub land birds

in the nation, seven spend either their winter or summer

months in Illinois.4

For every one percent increase in protected wetlands along a

stream corridor, peak flows decrease by 3.7 percent, crucial

for stormwater runoff and flood management.5

The quantity of water to serve Illinois' growing population

from aquifers, inland streams and Lake Michigan is limited.

Open space provides opportunities for water recharge,

buffering and managed development.

Illinois residents recognize the importance

of open space and programs to preserve

it. During the past ten years, every

countywide open space financing

referendum in northeastern Illinois has

succeeded. In addition, of the 80 local

votes for land conservation taxes and

bonds in Illinois since 1988, 52 have

passed generating nearly $1 billion in

funds for land conservation. While Illinois

has a total of more than 1,340,000 acres

dedicated to outdoor recreation,6 most are

not rated as high quality natural

communities. Illinois has lost more than 90

percent of its original wetlands, 99.99 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

14%

12%

10%

8%

6%

4%

2%

0%

Recreation Acres as Percent of StateRecreation Acres as Percent of State

M
IC

HI
GA

N

M
IN

NE
SO

TA

W
IS

CO
NS

IN

OH
IO

IN
DI

AN
A

IL
LI

NO
IS

IO
W

A

1400

1200

1000

800

600

400

200

    0 

Acres per 1000 PopulationAcres per 1000 Population

M
IC

HI
GA

N

M
IN

NE
SO

TA

W
IS

CO
NS

IN

IO
W

A

9

1400

1200

1000

800

600

400

200

    0 

Acres per 1000 PopulationAcres per 1000 Population

M
IC

HI
GA

N

M
IN

NE
SO

TA

W
IS

CO
NS

IN

OH
IO

IN
DI

AN
A

IL
LI

NO
IS

IO
W

A

CONSERVATION AND RECREATION AREAS OWNED BY MIDWESTERN STATES

 



percent of its original prairie, and currently has 424 state and

24 federally listed threatened and endangered species within

its boundaries.7 In total, only one percent of Illinois is

protected state-owned recreation land, Illinois is sixth out of

seven Midwestern states in percentage of area and is last

by a wide margin on a per capita basis.8

As Illinois continues to fall behind in land conservation, it is

becoming increasingly more expensive to catch up. As the real

estate market has boomed, land prices have risen steadily

throughout the state, making open land both scarcer and

more expensive.

In the five years from 1995 to 2000, the Chicago

metropolitan region lost more than 140,000 acres of rural

grasslands and wetlands.10

Kendall County is now the third fastest growing county in

the nation, with Grundy County ranked as number 11. Will

and Boone counties are also amongst the fastest growing in

the country. 11

The price for farmland statewide has risen steadily, an

increase of 68 percent from 2000 to 2006.12

The expense of protecting open space will continue to rapidly

escalate in the coming years—especially in developing areas—

and the difficulty of finding quality open land will increase.

Without foresight backed by action it will be prohibitively

expensive to preserve an open space of the quality and

benefits of Chicago’s lakefront park system or the Starved

Rock State Park in the near future. 

Important diagnostic tools for evaluating open land purchases

are now available for Illinois policymakers. The Illinois State

Wildlife Action Plan, which identifies statewide goals for land

conservation, is a detailed, science-based document released

in 2005 and approved by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,

that has been rated one of the top state wildlife plans in the

country. According to the State Wildlife Action Plan, the state’s

habitat objectives include adding 350,000 acres of forest

statewide and 1 million acres of grasslands, as well as adding

40 percent more combined wetlands in river bottomlands.13

The Illinois Natural Areas Inventory (INAI), a state database of

all habitats in the state, provides an invaluable resource for

planning and prioritizing land acquisition and restoration

projects. The state is investing some funding for an update of

the INAI which will take a couple of years to complete.14

Land Conservation Funding in Illinois

Even at its height, open space acquisition funding in Illinois has

been at the bottom third of states on a per capita basis. 

As the state’s fiscal crisis and debt issues have intensified

during the past several years, the amount the state has

dedicated to open space acquisition has dropped drastically.

The amount spent by the Illinois Department of Natural

Resources (IDNR) in FY2006 is almost $60 million less than

what was spent in the peak year of FY2002.

Illinois’ two primary sources for open space acquisition

funding are state programs. The Open Space Lands

Acquisition and Development (OSLAD) fund matches money

from local government units for purchase and development

of outdoor recreation opportunities. The Natural Areas

Acquisition Fund (NAAF) provides funds for acquiring and

preserving natural areas.

OSLAD and NAAF should be providing more than $50 million

a year for open space in Illinois. Because both the need for

and the cost of open space grow when a hot real estate

market fuels new development, the legislation that created

OSLAD and NAAF tied funding to the Real Estate Transfer Tax

(RETT). However, both OSLAD and NAAF have been severely

affected by the state’s fiscal problems. In recent years, IDNR
05

 Florida     $ 419,200,000     $ 24.10 

Maryland     $ 116,000,000     $ 20.87 

 New Jersey     $ 169,333,333     $ 19.47 

Massachusetts     $   46,880,000     $   7.31 

 Pennsylvania     $   87,981,696     $   7.09 

Rhode Island     $    5,875,000     $   5.44

 North Carolina     $   41,200,000    $   4.82 

 Georgia     $   30,000,000     $   3.40 

New York       $   56,200,000      $   2.92 

 Illinois     $   34,000,000     $   2.67 

Tennessee     $  14,800,000     $   2.51 

 Alabama     $    9,497,142     $   2.10 

 Virginia     $  10,800,000     $   1.45 

 West Virginia $    1,762,851     $   0.97 

South Carolina     $    2,021,390     $   0.48

Sample of State Open Space Spending, 1999-2004  

STATESTATE ANNUAL AVG
ANNUAL SPENDING
PER CAPITA

 Wisconsin     $   54,000,000     $   9.80 

 Minnesota     $   29,400,000     $   5.76 

 Ohio     $   50,000,000     $   4.36 

 Michigan     $  23,000,000     $   2.27 

15



06

spends less than half of the money generated for the open-

space funds by the Real Estate Transfer Tax, due to budgetary

procedures such as diverted funds, chargebacks and spending

allowances.

From 1998 to 2006, OSLAD provided approximately $40 million to applicable projects, but local agencies had requested

more than $72 million.17 NOTE: Actual expenditures in the following charts represent all OSLAD and NAAF spending. This

spending includes development as well as land acquisition projects.  

Funding for other Illinois conservation programs has been cut recently as well. Spending on Conservation 2000, another

state program dedicated to habitat protection, has dropped from $13.4 million in FY2002 to $2.78 million in FY2007.

Funding for the Open Land Trust program, which provided $200 million for open space acquisitions from 1999 to 2003, has

been discontinued entirely.

It is encouraging that the State of Illinois has made some significant allocations of funds for conservation in FY07: 

In FY07 the State of Illinois awarded $32.9 million for Open Space Lands Acquisition and Development (OSLAD) projects.

This represents the largest award in the history of this program, in existence since 1986. $20 million was awarded in FY06.

Combined with the grantee’s minimum 50 percent share this will result in more than $65.8 million.

In December 2006, the State of Illinois also awarded nearly $2.8 million in IDNR Conservation 2000 grants to help local

communities protect and improve open lands. The 51 grants awarded will benefit a variety of habitats in 88 counties

throughout Illinois.

While the OSLAD and NAAF appropriations were increased last year, there is money available to increase them further. At

this point, the money that was “borrowed” during the FY2003 raid has been paid back. NAAF has actually built a surplus

due to the low appropriation and spending levels, and could finish FY 2007 with more than $12 million that could be

appropriated and spent. 

Opportunities for Increasing Funding for Open Space

Any plans for increasing open space acquisition funding in Illinois must take into account the state’s current budgetary

problems. The state’s General Fund faced a deficit of more than $3 billion at the end of FY2005, one of only three states to

report a deficit ,20 and Illinois’ current unfunded pension liability is the highest in the nation.21 Despite these shortfalls,

providing funding for open space is a long-term need that should not be cast aside.

Protecting OSLAD and NAAF is an important first step in improving open space acquisition and stewardship in Illinois. By

fully funding these programs each year with the money that is statutorily guaranteed to them, Illinois can count on the steady

support for open space that was intended when the laws were written. 

However, as stewards of rapidly diminishing natural resources, we have an obligation to do more. We have plenty of

opportunities to undertake well-planned open space initiatives given the development of new, and the updating of existing,

conservation and natural resources planning tools.  

The Illinois State Wildlife Action Plan provides a comprehensive plan for conservation and wildlife protection in the state.

State Open Space Spending in Illinois FY99 – FY06 16

1999   $13,340,126 

2000   $32,478,998 

2001   $35,578,070 

2002   $72,246,749 

2003   $44,152,019 

2004   $  7,535,031 

2005   $  9,763,656 

2006   $13,280,800

FISCAL YEAR
TOTAL EXPENDITURE,

IDNR
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Federal approval came in 2005 and now the IDNR is at

work implementing the Plan with an action team.

The Illinois Natural Areas Inventory provides a detailed map

and reference tool for guiding how we can prioritize the

state’s most valuable natural areas. In 2006, the legislature

appropriated a portion of the funds needed to update this

25-year-old inventory, which will update the data and

improve its use for planning purposes.  

In 2006, the State committed to develop a comprehensive,

regional and statewide water supply planning management

strategy, which will enable the State to develop standards

to protect our precious and limited water supplies. 

A revised assessment of Illinois’ public park and open

space needs this year, will document the demand for

recreational open space against the dramatic drop off in

funding levels in recent years.

The Illinois Growth Task Force, created by the Illinois General

Assembly, noted in 2002 that there are insufficient funds to

meet demand for open space in Illinois and recommended

that a permanent source of funding be provided. The need

for this permanent funding source is even greater today and

we must look for new sources. Options for additional

dedicated funding include:

1 Capital Budget: Land acquisition is a capital-intensive

investment in Illinois’ natural infrastructure, making it a good

fit for inclusion in a capital budget. The Open Land Trust,

Illinois’ last land acquisition program funded through a capital

budget, provided $200 million over four years. Restoration of

the Open Land Trust should be considered.

2 General Obligation Bonds: Borrowing can provide

revenue and flexibility to fund large-scale projects when land

is available and less expensive than it will be in the future.

Illinois could issue bonds specifically for open space

acquisition in the next capital budget, where open space

acquisition could be a specific purpose.

3 Sales Tax: If Illinois were to levy a 1/8 of one-cent tax for

open space acquisition, it would raise approximately $119

million to $126 million annually. A 2002 statewide survey by

the Illinois Association of Park Districts found that 71 percent

of registered voters would support a 1/10 of one percent

increase in the state sales tax to fund local open space

acquisition efforts.

4 Real Estate Transfer Tax: Illinois is one of 35 states (and

Washington, D.C.) that imposes a RETT, but the state’s rate of

taxation is lower than 27 of the 36 other taxing bodies.22 If

Illinois was to double its RETT, the state would receive

approximately $96 million more a year, adding an additional

$33 million a year to OSLAD and $14.5 million a year to NAAF

(with the remainder supporting affordable housing programs). 

5 Sales Tax on Sporting Goods: Several states help fund

fish and wildlife conservation through a set aside of the sales

tax that is paid on equipment items for hunting, fishing, and

other wildlife-associated recreation. This is a “carve out” of a

portion of the funds already captured by the existing sales

tax. In Illinois, state tax revenue on these sales would yield

approximately $40 million annually. 

6 Garbage Tipping Fee: Illinois currently has a garbage tipping

fee that totals $2.22 a ton.23 If Illinois were to add a $1 per ton

in tipping fees to the current taxes—which would still be less

than the current fee in states like Pennsylvania—approximately

$16 million annually could be raised for open space acquisition. 

For wildlife habitat, for the recreational needs of a growing state

population, and for protection of threatened open space in the

face of development—especially in increasingly populated areas

such as the collar counties surrounding Chicago—Illinois is

considerably behind in protecting land. Funding open space

consistently at an effective level is an important priority for

Illinois, for today and for future generations. We simply cannot

have livable communities without adequate open land.
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[A]  LAND CONSERVATION IN ILLINOIS

Protecting the state’s remaining natural areas and ensuring that Illinois residents have places where they can recreate and

enjoy the outdoors are essential to the quality of life and economic competitiveness of the state. However, the state has

underperformed in protecting these valuable natural resources.

Although Illinois has more than 1,340,000 acres dedicated to outdoor recreation,24 only a fraction has been rated by the

Illinois Department of Natural Resources (IDNR) as high quality natural communities (13,979 acres of forest, 3,628 acres of

prairie, 1,452 acres of savannah, 7,068 acres of wetlands, 2,164 acres of lakes and ponds, and 863 acres of cliffs, caves

and bedrock).25

As with most states, Illinois’ open space is owned and

maintained by a number of different public agencies and

private land owners. Illinois has a broad range of local

government outdoor recreation districts—more than 6,000

local park sites are managed by more than 400 park, forest

preserve, and conservation districts, municipal recreation

agencies, and special outdoor recreation associations.26

Although much of Illinois’ protected open space is not state-

owned, the State of Illinois often plays a major role in

purchasing the land through several funding streams that

provide matching grants to counties, municipalities, forest

preserves and other entities. The Illinois Department of

Natural Resources also works closely with counties, forest

preserve districts and municipalities to plan how locally owned open space works in conjunction with other lands. State

funding also leverages federal dollars that are available for matching grants.

According to the 2004 Illinois Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan, the breakdown for open land

management is as follows:27

Federal Lands: There are nearly 480,000 acres of federally managed lands, including Shawnee National Forest, seven

national wildlife refuges and three large reservoirs.

State Lands: Land managed by the Illinois Department of Natural Resources and the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency

total more than 500,000 acres and span holdings from nature preserves to sites open to outdoor recreation such as hunting,

camping and horseback riding.

County Lands: Forest preserve districts and conservation districts, which are associated with the county, but are

autonomous units of local government, manage more than 187,000 acres of land, primarily in northern and central Illinois.

Local Lands: Park districts and municipal agencies hold more than 91,000 acres statewide, primarily local parks with ball

fields, golf courses, swimming pools, etc., but also some areas in a more natural state.

Conservation and Recreation Areas Owned by Midwestern States 29

MICHIGAN  4,472,175 

MINNESOTA 6,018,000 

WISCONSIN 1,317,525 

OHIO     478,876 

INDIANA     339,068 

IOWA     302,552  

STATE
STATE OWNED 

RECREATION AREAS

12.3     450

11.8  1,223 

 3.8     246 

 1.8       42 

 1.5       56

 0.8     103 

RECREATION ACRES 

AS PERCENT OF STATE

 

ACRES PER 1000

POPULATION

 3.8  

 1.8  

 1.5  

11.8  

 3.8  

 1.8  

ILLINOIS         360,800   1       29   1  
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School Lands: Public schools provide about 23,000

acres of open land throughout the state.

Private Lands: An inventory of all open space should

include the more than 112,000 acres of privately held

lands for recreation—scout and church camps, golf

courses, hunting lodges, etc. It should be noted that

thousands of acres are protected by conservation

easements, in private ownership but with the right to

development held by the state, local governments, or

local land trusts to keep the lands as open habitat.

NEED FOR MORE OPEN SPACE
Illinois’ protected open lands are insufficient. Illinois has

only 3.6 percent of its total land area in public ownership

for natural resource protection and enjoyment—placing it

among the bottom five of all 50 states.28

According to available information about state-owned

lands, Illinois is sixth out of seven Midwestern states in

terms of percentage of recreation and conservation

lands and last by a wide margin on a per capita basis.

Much of the original pristine land in the state has been lost. Once famous for its wetlands, Illinois has only 10 percent of the

more than 8 million acres that existed at the time of European settlement. Only about 6,000 acres are high in ecological quality

and undisturbed.30 The tall grass prairie ecosystems that had characterized the state are 99.9 percent gone—only 3,628 acres

of high quality original prairie remain today.31

Agricultural use accounts for much of the loss of habitat throughout the state, but near the city of Chicago and the half dozen

other large population centers, development is the reason. Sprawl often outpaces population growth. Chicago’s population

increased by 1 percent between 1970 and 1991 while its urbanized area grew by 24 percent.32

With a forecasted increase in population of about 2 million new residents in northeastern Illinois alone, development will reach

even farther into the countryside.33 Kane County’s population has expanded from 317,471 residents in 1990 to almost

500,000 today, a 40 percent increase in just 15 years, and Kendall County has become the fastest-growing county in Illinois

with a 33 percent growth rate in the last five years.34 Kendall County is now the third fastest growing county in the nation,

with Grundy County ranked as number 11, according to the U.S. Census Bureau.35

This growth is having an immediate impact on open land in northeastern Illinois. In the five years from 1995 to 2000, the

Chicago metropolitan region lost more than 140,000 acres of rural grasslands and wetlands.36 In northeastern Illinois, more

than 40 percent of the stream and river miles have been channelized and almost none of the urban/suburban rivers support

healthy, diverse fish communities. Average annual flood damages total about $40 million, and new development threatens

surface and groundwater supplies.37

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES

All around the state, parcels of land that are high priority open space and natural
areas are lost to development. The following examples illustrate the need for
establishing mechanisms that provide immediate and stable funding for land
acquisition.

South Beloit, in Northern Illinois: A five-acre hillside site where the rare prairie
bush clover plant and other tall grass prairie plants, animals, birds and insects
thrived was bulldozed two years ago by its new owner to clear the land for a new
mini-mart. After conservationists spent years trying to purchase the land to keep
the site as prairie, conservation activists tried to transplant the prairie bush clover
to a nearby park in 2005. When development was imminent after the parcel was
sold, despite activists raising $50,000 per acre. Prairie bush clover, which was
once common to almost all of Illinois and Iowa, has become rare due to loss of
habitat and is now protected by both federal and state laws. Small populations
are found today at fewer than 40 sites in 23 counties of Iowa, Minnesota,
Wisconsin and Illinois.38

Naperville: The Walnut Ridge Woods was a 15-acre site abutting another 10 acres
of woods owned by the Naperville Park District. Together, the plots of oak, hickory
and walnut trees provided habitat for mink, deer, great horned owls and other birds
that live in old growth forestland, such as warblers and wood thrushes. When the
owner of Walnut Ridge Woods (the local school district) wanted to sell the land in
2005, the park district, local forest preserve and conservation nonprofits were able
to raise $3 million to save the land in this rapidly growing part of the state. But
market prices had risen dramatically, and state money couldn’t be found to make
up the difference. Today, luxury homes occupy the site.39

LaSalle County: The sandstone bluffs along the lower Fox River near Norway,
Illinois have been called the Fox River Dells for their resemblance to the natural
beauty of the Wisconsin Dells area. Some of the few nesting bald eagles in
northeastern Illinois live in the area, which is home to many endangered animals
and plants. Without a local government agency in the unincorporated area, the
state had taken the lead in protecting the area by acquiring land and buying
easements. However, with budget cuts to the Illinois Department of Natural
Resources, there are no longer resources and personnel for the area. Today, with
little state attention and no local conservation agencies, private homes are
starting to dot the bluffs and conservation nonprofits have no government
partners to work with to save the natural habitat.40
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[B] THE STATUS OF LAND CONSERVATION FUNDING IN ILLINOIS

Illinois’ per capita spending on open space acquisition has been among the lowest in the country since 1999, especially as

compared to other Midwestern states (see below). Spending during those years include allocations for the Open Land Trust, a

now defunct, $200 million fund to support open land acquisition in Illinois. In the past few years, spending in Illinois on open space

acquisition was even lower. 

An analysis of conservation spending by The Trust for Public Land shows Illinois is well below all neighboring Midwestern states,

with the exception of Michigan. It is important to note that Michigan already has more than 4.4 million acres of state-owned open

land, as compared to just over 300,000 for Illinois, a ratio of 450 acres per citizen, as compared to Illinois’ ratio of 25 acres per

citizen, the lowest in the Midwest by nearly half.

In the last few years, financial support for open space in Illinois has dropped sharply. The state’s fiscal crisis has hit open space

acquisition very hard, as funds dedicated for open land have been redirected.

The total spent in FY2005, the most recent year available, is less than 15 percent of what was spent in the peak year of

FY2002.

Since FY2003, the amount spent on open space in Illinois has dropped from an average of about $38 million a year since 1999

down to an average of less than $8.5 million.

The entire IDNR budget has fallen from $629 million in FY2000 to $210 million in FY2004.42

FLORIDA     $ 2,096,000,000   $  419,200,000 17,397,161 $  24.10  

MARYLAND     $  580,000,000      $  116,000,000     5,558,058    $  20.87 

NEW JERSEY    $   508,000,000      $  169,333,333     8,698879    $  19.47

WISCONSIN $   270,000,000    $    54,000,000     5,509,026     $    9.80

MASSACHUSETTS $    234,400,000 $    46,880,000   6,416,505 $    7.31

PENNSYLVANIA    $    439,908,478     $    87,981,696  12,406,292 $   7.09

MINNESOTA    $    147,000,000     $ 29,400,000      5,100,958   $   5.76 

RHODE ISLAND    $      23,500,000     $      5,875,000    1,080,632 $   5.44

NORTH CAROLINA     $   206,000,000    $    41,200,000    8,541,221 $   4.82 

OHIO     $   200,000,000     $ 50,000,000     11,459,011   $   4.36 

GEORGIA    $      80,000,000     $    30,000,000     8,829,383       $   3.40 

NEW YORK $   281,000,000     $    56,200,000   19,227,088 $   2.92 

ILLINOIS    $   170,000,000     $  34,000,000   12,713,634 $   2.67 

TENNESSEE     $     74,000,000     $  14,800,000     5,900,962 $   2.51 

MICHIGAN     $  115,000,000     $  23,000,000      10,112,620 $   2.27 

ALABAMA     $     47,485,709     $   9,497,142         4,530,182 $   2.10

VIRGINA     $    43,200,000     $  10,800,000         7,459,827 $   1.45

WEST VIRGINIA $      8,814,255     $    1,762,851         1,815,354 $   0.97

SOUTH CAROLINA     $    10,106,950      $   2,021,390         4,198,068 $   0.48

State Open Space Spending, 1999-2004  

STATESTATE ANNUAL AVG
2004 
POPULATION

41

ANNUAL SPENDING
PER CAPITATOTAL SPENDING
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Case studies of two states that have invested much more

heavily in open space over the last several years illustrate what is

possible with a deeper commitment to habitat and open land.

Wisconsin: Illinois’ neighbor to the north has recommitted to

funding for open space with nearly $50 million a year over

ten years. In 1989, Wisconsin’s legislature created the

Stewardship Program (later renamed the Warren Knowles-

Gaylord Nelson Stewardship Program in honor of two

conservation minded governors), which received $231 million

in bond authorizations over a 10-year period to preserve

natural areas for outdoor recreation and wildlife habitat. The

program protected more than 154,000 acres of land (roughly

16,000 in conservation easements, the remainder in outright

land acquisition) at a cost of $108 million, and another $45

million in matching grants was awarded to local governments

and nonprofit conservation groups. In 1999, the Legislature

extended the program, now called Stewardship 2000, through

2009-10, and upped the total bond authorization to $46

million annually, with funding for land acquisition to total $34.5

million annually over the duration of the 10-year program.

New Jersey: Nearly $100 million a year is being spent in New

Jersey on the preservation of parks, natural lands, farmland

and historic sites. Since 1961, New Jersey’s Green Acres

Program has preserved the state’s natural, historic and cultural

heritage. Voters overwhelmingly approved nine state bond

issues for the program from 1961 to 1995, generating more

than $1.4 billion for parks and open space acquisition.

Permanent funding for the program was secured in 1998 when

a constitutional amendment authorized the issuance of up to

$1 billion in revenue bonds and dedicated $98 million annually

for ten years from the existing state sales tax. Since 1961,

more than 513,000 acres of land have been preserved with

Green Acres funds. The goal, established by Governor

Christine Todd Whitman in 1999, is to preserve one million

acres over ten years.45

LAND CONSERVATION FUNDING PROGRAMS
Like states across the country, Illinois uses a “funding quilt” to

acquire much of the land that is protected for open space. This

quilt is a combination of funding sources—state, local, federal

and private—brought together to help achieve conservation

State Open Space Spending in Illinois FY99 – FY06

1999  $ 7,912,370  $    5,427,756  $  13,340,126 

2000  $ 10,714,495  $  21,764,503  $  32,478,998 

2001  $ 22,674,974  $  12,903,096  $  35,578,070 

2002  $ 54,735,713  $  17,511,036  $  72,246,749

2003  $ 24,514,519  $  19,637,500  $  44,152,019 

2004  $   4,134,727  $    3,400,304  $    7,535,031 

2005  $   6,825,731  $    2,937,925  $    9,763,656 

2006  $   7,540,000  $   5,740,800  $  13,280,800

FISCAL YEARFISCAL YEAR
IDNR
ACQUISITIONS

IDNR GRANTS,
OPEN LANDS AND OSLAD

TOTAL EXPENDITURE, 
IDNR4343 4444

STEWARDSHIP AND EASEMENTS

Taking ownership of open land is not sufficient to ensure it remains habitat for
wildlife and, in some cases, a useful resource for recreation. Most newly acquired
pieces of land often require some restoration to return the land to its original
state, and all public open land requires periodic maintenance, such as keeping
trails open and removing invasive species.

In many cases, stewardship programs are funded with a portion of the money
raised to buy land. In the past, IDNR was a national model for its conservation
programs, however, the Department has lost nearly 30 percent of its staff since
2001, with the Office of Resource Conservation being particularly hard hit. In
2006, there were 17 district foresters and two forestry technicians for the state’s
23 forestry districts, and conservation resource technicians and natural resource
technicians are down 38 percent since 2001.46 During the same time span, the
Office of Land Management, which manages state parks and conservation areas,
has lost a third of its natural resources coordinators (24 to 16), and the district
foresters must cover territory that covers an average of six counties.47

The Forestry Development Act allows private landowners to obtain state
assistance with conservation and timber management in exchange for a tax
break. Due to staff cuts to IDNR foresters and the clericals who support the work,
it now takes two to three years to develop new Forestry Development plans, even
as the demand is increasing due to the rise in assessments. According to a 2006
report, private landowners are telling IDNR employees that they will be forced to
clear-cut their forested land or sell to a developer.48

Another tool for retaining quality habitat in Illinois is the purchase of conservation
easements. Conservation easement programs allow a federal, state or local
agency to buy the right to develop from a landowner who otherwise retains
ownership rights (such as farming, timber harvest, access, hunting and fishing,
etc.). These voluntary programs allow Illinois to ensure that quality open space
remains viable habitat and, through incentives to private owners, to restore key
portions of farms and other land into its natural state. For example, farmland that
abuts waterways such as streams and rivers can be restored to wetlands that
provide habitat for native species and a buffer between pesticide runoff and
public water supplies. Many easement programs also provide stewardship
incentives and expertise to help a private owner with restoration and
maintenance.
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objectives. For this funding quilt to work, one funding source

generally leverages other sources. Depending on the project,

the location and the availability of funds, the exact combination

of funding sources can take many forms and may shift over

time. However, reliable state funding is central to securing

funding from outside sources—federal, local, and private—and

essential to stimulating local conservation finance activity.

PRIMARY STATE FUNDING IN SUPPORT OF 
LAND CONSERVATION
Open Space Lands Acquisition and Development

(OSLAD)

Initiated in 1986, OSLAD focuses on providing basic,

close-to-home outdoor recreation opportunities, including

land for parks and facilities such as ball fields and

playgrounds. The program matches funds provided by

park districts, municipalities, forest preserve districts and

other local government entities, providing up to 50

percent of the funding. Grant awards up to $750,000 are

available for acquisition projects (grant award maximum in

Chicago is $1.15 million), while development/renovation

projects are limited to a $400,000 grant maximum.

By 2004 the fund had provided more than $194 million to

more than 800 local park development projects and nearly

180 park/open space acquisition projects.49 More than 70

projects were supported in 2005, ranging from $383,900

to acquire 4.5 acres of land for a neighborhood park in

Carol Stream to $128,000 to develop a 3.3 acres-

neighborhood park site in the City of Yorkville. In 2006,

$32.9 million supported 101 projects throughout the state

including the Kane County Forest Preserve District,

$750,000 to acquire a 160-acre parcel and in the City of

Effingham, $574,100 to acquire 16.3 acres.  

Natural Areas Acquisition Fund (NAAF)

NAAF was created by the General Assembly in 1989 for

“the acquisition, preservation and stewardship of natural

areas, including habitat for endangered and threatened

species, high quality natural communities, wetlands and

other areas with unique or unusual natural heritage

qualities.” 21,700 acres of woods, prairies and wetlands

have been acquired to date with the fund, scattered

around the state at 64 different natural areas. NAAF also

includes a stewardship component: 10 percent of the land

acquisition fund is set aside each year to pay for

stewardship projects on natural areas and nature

preserves, including exotic species removal, prescribed

burning in the prairies and hydrologic restoration in

wetlands and streams.

Conservation 2000 (C2000)

In 1995, the state legislature passed Conservation 2000, a

program designed to promote ecosystem-based

management of privately held land in a public-private

partnership. The C2000 Program funds nine programs

across three state natural agencies. C2000 devotes most

of its funding to planning and management activities, but a

portion of its funds go to acquisition.50 C2000 also invests

in conservation easements and other mechanisms to help

privately held land become high quality habitat. The C2000

program sponsors 41 Ecosystem Partnerships—coalitions

of local stakeholders such as private landowners,

businesses, scientists, environmental organizations,

recreational enthusiasts and policy makers—covering 85

percent of Illinois.51

C2000 was originally a six-year, $100 million program, but

has been extended through 2009. Though funding for

C2000 was taken from OSLAD appropriations in 2007, the

program has been slated for full funding for FY08-09 at $14

million from its traditional revenue source, the General

Revenue Fund. By 2005, ecosystem partnership members

raised approximately $29 million to match $28 million in

project grants, protecting nearly 5,000 acres through

acquisition or conservation easements and restoring more

than 60,000 acres.52

Open Land Trust (OLT)

The Open Land Trust Act was established in 1999 solely to

acquire natural lands and expand public open space

throughout the state. Funded for four years, OLT had two

major components: state purchase of land through IDNR

and grants of up to 50 percent of total project cost to local

partners.53

Over its four years of support, OLT had $200 million in
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funding (initially the trust was budgeted for $40 million

annually, but in FY2002, the General Assembly doubled the

annual commitment).54 In its first year, OLT provided about

$17 million to purchase nearly 1,600 acres across the state,

with about half of the funding going to the grant program.55

In total, OLT provided $63.6 million to local agencies for the

acquisition of about 8,735 acres around the state.56

Examples of property purchased with OLT funds include

570 acres of upland and bottom land forest, marsh, and

grasslands along the South Fork of the Kishwaukee River in

DeKalb County,57 and 66.3 acres at Lake in the Hills Fen

Nature Preserve in McHenry County, part of a project that

protected more than 425 acres of wetlands and gravel hill

prairie through a partnership between the state, the Village of

Lake in the Hills and the McHenry County Conservation

District.58

Wildlife and Fish Fund (Hunting and Fishing 

License Fees)

Created in 1980, the Wildlife and Fish Fund derives revenue

from the sale of hunting, fishing, and trapping licenses. The

fund is also sustained through federal aid along with fines

and penalties. Appropriations from the fund can only be

made to IDNR to purchase and maintain land for fish

hatcheries, wildlife refuges, preserves and other wildlife

efforts. The fund currently has about $20 million and is used

primarily for federal conservation projects. In FY2006, nearly

$40 million was expended from the fund towards wildlife

conservation efforts, including land acquisition.59

Illinois Habitat Fund (State Hunting Habitat Stamp)

Created in 1993, the Illinois Habitat Fund is funded through

the purchase of a State Habitat Stamp. Approximately

$935,000 is generated from the stamp sales and $500,000

of this is set aside each year for land acquisition. To date,

about 3,500 acres of habitat have been preserved using

portions of the fund. Eligible projects are limited to those

seeking to preserve, protect, acquire or manage habitat (all

wetlands, woodlands, grasslands, and agricultural lands,

natural or altered) in Illinois that have the potential to support

populations of wildlife in any or all phases of their life cycles.

Eligible recipients are limited to any appropriate not-for-profit

organization or government agency that has the expertise,

equipment, adequate staff/workforce and permission from

the landowner (if applicable) to develop and/or manage

habitat.

In FY2007, acquisitions are being targeted in three Wildlife

Initiative Areas: the Southern Till Plain Grassland Bird, Grand

Prairie Grassland Bird, and the Sand Prairie. These areas are

delineated in the Illinois Wildlife Action Plan as priority sites.  

Illinois Wildlife Preservation Fund (Income tax 

check-off)

The Illinois Wildlife Preservation Fund Grant Program is

designed to preserve, protect, perpetuate and enhance non-

game wildlife and native plant resources of Illinois through

preservation of a satisfactory environment and an ecological

balance. Projects proposed for grant funding must focus on

management, site inventories or education and cannot

exceed $2,000. Established in 1983, the fund is supported

through a voluntary check-off designation on state income

tax return forms. The check-off generates approximately

$200,000 to $250,000 each year. None of these monies are

used for land acquisition.

The Illinois Conservation Reserve Enhancement

Program (CREP)

The goal of CREP is to establish conservation practices to

reduce sedimentation and nutrients in the Illinois River while

enhancing habitat to increase fish and wildlife populations. A

cooperative effort between private landowners and state, local

and federal agencies, CREP utilizes federal, state and local

resources to retire frequently flooded and environmentally

sensitive cropland to achieve restoration and long-term

protection. The federal side is a 15-year Conservation Reserve

Program (CRP) contract that provides $4 for every $1 in state

funding. The State side offers three different options: a 15-year

or 35-year contract extension, or a permanent conservation

easement. Enrollment is voluntary, and both sides of the

program offer many different financial incentives.60

Since the start of the program in 1998, Illinois has enrolled

110,000 acres, and the United States Department of

Agriculture has approved an additional 100,000 acres to be

enrolled through December 31, 2007. More than 90 percent of

state CREP acres are in permanent easements, ensuring long-

 



term protection of floodplain and other environmentally

sensitive land.61 The state has funded CREP with $10 million

dollars in state funds that have been released to match $40

million in Federal funds to enroll new acres.62

PRIMARY FEDERAL FUNDING IN
SUPPORT OF LAND
CONSERVATION 
Land and Water Conservation Fund

(LWCF)

The LWCF program provides matching

grants to state and local governments for

the acquisition and development of public

outdoor recreation areas and facilities,

providing up to 50 percent of the cost. Since

1965, 40,000 projects have been funded

with LWCF funds nationwide, with project

sites located in over 98 percent of the

nation's 3,141 counties. Illinois has been

granted more than $100 million for 445 land

acquisition projects since the program

began, with more than $37 million also

provided for development of 300 projects.63

LWCF is a state-directed grant, meaning that the IDNR has the

authority to determine how the funds are distributed. There are

two separate components to the LWCF program: state grants

that go to IDNR for acquisition and development projects

within Illinois. The other component provides funding for

federal agencies (Fish and Wildlife Service, Forest Service,

National Park Service, and the Bureau of Land Management)

to add land to existing parks, forests and refuges.  

Annual appropriations to LWCF have ranged from a high of

$369 million in 1979 to four years of zero funding between

1996 and 1999. In recent years, the Fund appropriations have

fluctuated for state and local grants.64 Funds are distributed to

states based on population and need. In FY 2006, Illinois was

apportioned $982,020 from the Interior Appropriations Act.65

State Wildlife Grants (SWG)

The SWG program is designed to assist states by providing

federal funds for the development and implementation of

programs that benefit wildlife and their habitat. Congress has

appropriated $12.5 million in State Wildlife Grants to Illinois

since the program was created in 2001.66 For example, the

Illinois Department of Natural Resources used State Wildlife

Grant money to purchase 102 acres at Hegewisch Marsh in

the Lake Calumet area.67 The grant requires a 50 percent

match from the state. 

The development of the State Wildlife Action Plan is a

requirement under federal law in order for the State to remain

eligible for State Wildlife Grants. This is an opportunity for

Illinois to attract federal funding by developing a source of state

funding to provide the required State Wildlife Grant match, as

well as the match for other federal grants.

LOCAL FUNDING IN SUPPORT OF LAND
CONSERVATION
Illinois has many local entities that purchase and maintain open

land throughout the state, including municipalities, counties,

forest preserve districts, and park districts. These local

programs—often supported by state financing and/or working

in conjunction with IDNR open land planning—are a crucial

part of open space programs in Illinois. More than $900 million

has been raised at this level since 1988 to acquire open space

in Illinois.68

EXAMPLES:

In 2006, voters in the DeKalb County Forest Preserve District

approved a ten-year, 6¢ property tax increase, which could

generate an additional $5 million for the purchase of open

space land for preservation.

In 2005, voters in Campton Township in Kane County

passed a $28 million bond for further open space acquisition

and preservation.

In 2000, voters in Lake County Forest Preserve District

passed an $85 million bond for more open space and

habitat protection. 

Most recently, an open space referendum raised $68 million for

the Forest Preserve District of DuPage County to purchase

500 to 600 acres, targeting remaining high-quality natural

areas, and to restore native habitats and maintain and develop

trails. The Kane County Forest Preserve District has planned

an open space referendum for $85 million and the McHenry

County Conservation District is seeking $73 million in the

spring of 2007.69
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2003     $94.4

2004    $91.4
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2006     $0
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[MILLIONS]
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FUNDING SLOWDOWN
Illinois’ commitment to fully funding investments in its

natural resources has fallen short due to a combination of

state program changes. 

OSLAD and NAAF

Despite being supported by a dedicated funding mechanism,

spending for both OSLAD and NAAF have diminished in the

last five years, with IDNR often only allowed to spend less

than half of the money generated for the funds. Yet each

year, there are more requests for matching funds for OSLAD

than can be fulfilled by the state, and many parcels of open

land that serve as habitat could be protected. 

The budgetary procedures for these funds are complex,

but when issues such as diverted funds, chargebacks and

spending allowance are taken together, sometimes half—

and as much as two-thirds—of the funding for OSLAD

and NAAF have been diverted from IDNR. The two funds

have seen more than $80 million dollars diverted during

the past six years.

Funding for both OSLAD and NAAF comes from a

statutorily dedicated revenue source from Illinois’ Real

Estate Transfer Tax (RETT), a fee of $1 per $1,000 paid for

property sold in the state. Half of the funds raised from the

transfer tax goes to affordable housing assistance, 35

percent for OSLAD and 15 percent to the Natural Areas

Acquisition Fund.70 The RETT was envisioned as a steady

supply of funding for open space, regardless of the taxes

raised for the General Fund or the appropriations process

of the General Assembly.

Because the need for open space and the cost of open

space are paced by increases in real estate values, tying

funding for OSLAD and NAAF to the RETT is a well-crafted

policy. When the real estate market heats up and land

becomes scarcer and more expensive, the funding

mechanism automatically provides more state funds to

acquire and manage open space in Illinois.

The amount generated by the RETT has been increasing

annually for the last decade, as seen in Tables 4 & 5, most

notably in the last few years. More real estate transactions and

increased prices for property have nearly doubled the amount

of funding raised by the RETT over the last five years (see

Appendices).

Note that the total amount appropriated for NAAF and

OSLAD also includes funds that are reauthorized. Land

deals can be complex and take longer than a fiscal year to

be finished and matching grants may take several years to

be distributed. The legislature rolls over unspent funding into

the next year, reauthorizing the amount generated by the

year’s RETT income. Although these funds are being held by

the state treasurer, they are not unspent or unneeded—they

are funds that have been promised to multiyear projects.

Although special funds are dedicated by law to specific

purposes, the legislature on several occasions has

overridden that status by legislatively enacting exceptions to

the specific purpose of the fund. This has been done to

make up for the shortfall in recent years in the General

Revenue Fund, and has left OSLAD and NAAF with tens of

millions of dollars less than what is generated by the RETT. 

An example of this occurred in FY 2003. The law that

dedicates money to OSLAD and NAAF was changed,

reducing the amount flowing into these funds by more than

$17 million, plus an additional $29 million was taken from

OSLAD and $2 million from NAAF. The impact of these raids

has been felt for years, as the money was essentially borrowed

from future years’ revenues. This has forced the appropriations

in subsequent years to be less than they should have been in

order to pay back the money that was taken.

The state has continued to transfer money from some

special funds to the General Fund to decrease annual

budget deficits. Fund sweeps removed specific amounts set

out in statute to be transferred in a given fiscal year, and

chargebacks transferred a sum to the General Revenue

Fund to help defray the state’s operating costs for the fiscal

year.76 Columns E and F in the charts above show the

amounts diverted and the administrative chargeback fee for

OSLAD and NAAF. Finally, special funds can also be re-

directed from their dedicated purpose by spending less than
15

REFER TO COLUMN F IN
CHART ABOVE—NOTE:
*Public Act 92-536
redirected 25% of RETT
funds to General Revenue
so that OSLAD only
received 20% instead of
35%. This was only
effective for the period
6/6/02 through 6/30/03 as
the original formula was
restored by PA 92-874.

OSLAD Funding 2002 – 2006

FY2002

FY2003

FY2004

FY2005

FY2006

FISCAL YEARFISCAL YEAR

Funds Generated 
by Real Estate 
Transfer Tax

New Funds Appropriated 
by the General Assembly

% OF FUNDS
APPROPRIATED7171

Admin. Fee charged 
back to the Fund 

DIVERTED
FUNDS 

ACTUAL 
EXPENDITURES *

* including spending  
in the lapse period

% of funds generated by 
the RETT that were spent7272 7373 7474

$22,819,213

$24,974,485

$30,115,012

$37,440,390

$40,808,167

$22,511,900

$23,054,800 

$21,054,800 

$21,054,800 

$21,086,400

99

92

70

56

52

n/a

n/a

$1,109,200

$4,298,434

$3,154,720

$809,805*

$29,000,000

$1,510,000

$0

$0

$13,947,853

$20,291,830

$17,502,642

$18,199,473

$12,865,909

61 

81 

58 

49 

32 

$10,703,351*

AAA BBB CCC DDD EEE FFF GGG HHH
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NAAF Funding 2002 – 2006

FY2002

FY2003

FY2004

FY2005

FY2006

FISCAL YEARFISCAL YEAR

Funds Generated 
by Real Estate 
Transfer Tax

New Funds Appropriated 
by the General Assembly

% OF FUNDS
APPROPRIATED

Admin. Fee charged 
back to the Fund 

DIVERTED
FUNDS 

ACTUAL 
EXPENDITURES *

* including spending  
in the lapse period

% of funds generated by 
the RETT that were spent7575

$9,779,633

$10,703,351

$12,923,557

$16,045,881

$17,489,214

$9,961,500

$10,168,500

$9,460,600

$9,484,500

$10,505,400

102

95

73

59

60   

n/a

n/a

$271,600

$2,046,658

$1,350,224

$539,390*

$2,000,000

$0

$0

$0

$8,321,162

$5,143,124

$5,525,040

$9,867,035

$9,308,828

85 

48 

43

61

53 

$7,135,567*

AAA BBB CCC DDD EEE FFF GGG HHH

REFER TO COLUMN F IN
CHART ABOVE—NOTE:
*Public Act 92-536
redirected 25% of RETT
funds to General Revenue
so that NAAF only
received 5% instead of
15%. This was only
effective for the period
6/6/02 through 6/30/03 as
the original formula was
restored by PA 92-874.

the amount authorized by appropriation (as seen in Column

H). IDNR has consistently spent less than appropriated for

OSLAD and NAAF. 

In the past three years, advocates have helped prevent the

diversion of open space funds totaling more than $100

million. In 2006, for example, state policy makers suggested

taking $20 million from OSLAD and $5 million from NAAF.

The $20 million raid was defeated, but the $5 million was

taken from NAAF for FY2007 and $12 million was used from

OSLAD to support Conservation 2000. In addition,

advocates and legislators succeeded in increasing the

OSLAD and NAAF appropriations for FY2007.

Behind the complexity of the budgetary process remains the

fact that IDNR is operating at less than full capacity when

the full RETT is not committed. In addition, conservation

needs in Illinois continue to outpace current spending,

ultimately impacting the amount of natural resources that

can be protected. 

Conservation 2000 (C2000)

Conservation 2000 is another program that has been

severely underfunded in the last few years. The amount

actually spent by IDNR has decreased from $13.4 million in

FY2002 to $5.4 million in FY2005, a drop of more than half

(see chart below). In addition, no grants were awarded in

FY2005. This drop in financial commitment to C2000 does

have consequences: 197 project applications were

submitted to IDNR in FY2006, requesting $16.85 million in

support.77 IDNR was able to fund only 75 projects with $4.3

million.

In some key ways, the C2000 program tells a similar story

to those of NAAF and OSLAD. The amount appropriated by

the General Assembly over the last few years has been

slowly decreasing, and in some years diverted funds and

chargebacks have lowered that amount even more. The

charts below detail the rise and subsequent decline of

C2000 funding and grants awarded since 1996.78

Open Land Trust

The Open Land Trust was a four-year program that was

funded through General Obligation bonds. No program

similar to the Open Land Trust has been instituted as the

funding provided for open space has decreased

considerably without such a commitment.
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[C] THE NEED TO PROTECT OPEN SPACE

Open space provides a wide array of benefits to Illinois and its residents including protecting unique wildlife and preserving

places to hunt, fish and hike. Natural areas, rivers and streams are valuable natural resources that provide the state’s citizens

with clean water, clean air, and outstanding recreational opportunities to promote human health. Conserving important land

and water will help to maintain Illinois’ quality of life and community well being.  Additionally, investing in Illinois’ natural

resources creates economic and social benefits, bringing millions of dollars to the state’s taxpayers and to its budget. 

WILDLIFE STATUS
Illinois has 14 different natural divisions—geographic regions with similar topography, soils, bedrock, plants, and animals.79

Illinois’ varied wildlife ranges from the Iowa Pleistocene snail living on rocky outcrops in the northwestern corner of the state

to the bird-voiced tree frogs that make their home at the southern tip.80 Once-endangered species like bald eagles and river

otters now are thriving, while others, like the greater prairie-chicken and many species of mussels, barely survive.81

Wildlife populations, formerly considered common in Illinois’ agricultural landscape, have declined precipitously, including

economically important species such as northern bobwhite, ring-necked pheasant and eastern cottontail. In general, the

perspective of natural resource professionals is that Illinois is becoming increasingly divided into lands that are heavily

disturbed (cropped annually, frequently mowed, heavily grazed or developed) and those given little or no management (fire,

mowing, grazing, forestry) that are degrading in quality and wildlife value.82

Illinois does have high-quality natural areas that provide important wildlife habitat. Of the 11 fastest declining grassland and

shrubland birds in the nation, seven spend either their winter or summer months in Illinois.83 Sandhill crane, black tern,

yellow-headed blackbird and king rail are being protected at Redwing Slough and Black Crown Marsh in McHenry and

Lake counties. Prairie chicken, upland sandpiper, short-eared owl and loggerhead shrike, nest at Prairie Ridge in Jasper

County. Snowy egret and black-crowned night heron can be seen at Alorton Heron Rookery in St. Clair County. Bird-

voiced tree frog, big-eared bat and red-shouldered hawk thrive at Cache River in Johnson County. 

Because there are few natural areas left in Illinois, and those that exist are typically relatively small plots of land, a significant

amount of the land that is acquired today is for the purpose of enlarging and buffering natural areas already owned by the

state or another conservation entity. These buffer lands, often marginal farmland or former pasture, are reforested, planted to

prairie grasses or restored to wetland. With time, the buffer lands develop into good habitat and improve the likelihood that

the natural area will survive unimpaired well into the future.84

ECONOMIC BENEFITS OF OPEN SPACE
Besides benefits such as habitat for wildlife of every variety, greater opportunity for those who live nearby for exercise and

recreation, and a natural legacy to future generations, the economic arguments for open lands are also compelling. A survey

of more than 200 members of the Illinois Association of Park Districts in 2001 found a need of $1.1 billion to acquire 43,300

acres over five years to keep up with public demand for parks and open space.88

Recreation and Tourism Dollars: In Illinois, fishing, hunting and wildlife-associated recreation generates nearly $4 billion in

economic activity each year, creates 42,000 jobs and brings in $315 million in state and local taxes.89 In addition, parks in

urban areas are a time-tested draw for tourism dollars. Chicago’s Millennium Park had more than 2.5 million visitors in its first

year, and over the next ten years the site is expected to generate more than a billion dollars in revenue.90
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Conservation 2000 Funding 2002 – 2005

FY2002

FY2003

FY2004

FY2005

Fiscal YearFiscal Year
Funding Appropriated 
by the General Assembly

Admin. Fee 
charged to the Fund 

Diverted
Funds

Actual 
Expenditures

* including spending 
in the lapse period

n/a

n/a

$1,120,000

0

n/a

n/a

$15,000

$7,439,000

$13,419,122

$11,097,514

$10,973,399

$5,465,767

$23,090,584

$19,671,426

$18,057,973

$17,744,836



Quality of Life: According to a 2002 poll, 83 percent of the

residents in Illinois park district counties said they visited a

park in the past year, averaging more than a dozen visits.

The results were uniformly high across the state (81 percent

in Chicago and suburban Cook County, 82 percent in the

collar counties and 87 percent downstate).91 The Centers

for Disease Control and Prevention has called for the

creation of more parks and playgrounds to counteract many

American’s sedentary lifestyles.92

Property Values and Economic Growth: The benefits of

open space have a direct economic impact. Parks and open

space contributed to increasing property values of

neighboring properties in 20 of 25 studies reviewed by

Professor John L. Cromton at Texas A&M University. 

Stormwater and Flood Management: Flood damages in

the U.S. average $4.3 billion each year, according to the

U.S. Army Corp of Engineers.93 One of the best remedies is

the natural one: Allow open space—particularly wetlands—

to absorb some of the water during a downpour. For every

one-percent increase in protected wetlands along a stream

corridor, peak stream flows decreased by 3.7 percent,

according to a 1993 study by the Illinois State Water

Survey.94 The value of open space for floodplain storage—

including wastewater reclamation, pollution abatement and

aquifer recharge—comes to more than $52,000 an acre in

the Chicago region.95

Clean Water: Development brings pollution into water

sources from septic and sewer systems, lawn chemicals

and highway runoff. The Environmental Protection Agency

(EPA) has estimated that nationwide, $140 billion will be

needed over the next 20 years to make drinking water safe.

Keeping water clean, however, is almost always less

expensive than cleaning it up. “The most effective way to

ensure the long-term protection of water supplies is through

land ownership,” according to a 1991 study by the

American Water Works Research Foundation.96

PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR OPEN SPACE
The voters of Illinois—particularly in northeastern Illinois—

have consistently shown their willingness to pay more in

taxes if they know the money is going to protect land and

provide more parks, forest preserves, trails and other open

spaces. According to the Conservation Foundation, over

the last ten years, no countywide open-space referendum

in northeastern Illinois has failed. Of the 77 local votes for

land conservation taxes and bonds in Illinois since 1988,

45 have passed, raising more than $900 million to acquire

open space.97

In line with voters’ continued willingness to fund open space

in local bonds, public opinion polls reinforce that Illinois

citizens view open space as an important aspect of the

community and support acquiring more open space. In a

2002 survey of residents across the state:98

62 percent said that additional open space needs to be

acquired.

66 percent said that the state should set aside more

money for acquiring more open space

66 percent expressed a willingness to pay $10 a year in

taxes to a state fund for acquiring conservation and

recreation lands throughout the state, which would
18

RESTORATION SUCCESS STORIES

Although most of the pristine habitats in Illinois have been completely altered
due to invasive species, agriculture or other changes, a viable natural
ecosystem that supports native flora and fauna can be restored.

Nippersink Creek: Throughout the last century, many waterways in
northwestern Illinois were straightened and channeled to efficiently drain
hydric soils to make it suitable for farming. Beginning in 1999, the McHenry
County Conservation District began to recreate the original 3.2-mile natural
pathway of Nippersink Creek in Glacial Park, and to restore 290 acres of
adjoining wetlands. The area once again supports a thriving diversity of fish,
frogs, shorebirds, wading birds and other waterfowl. The McHenry County
Conservation District estimates that during a major rainstorm, the restored site
can now hold more than 94 million gallons of floodwater.85

Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie: In 1996, 19,000 acres of the 23,500-acre
former Joliet Arsenal was designated as the Midewin National Tallgrass
Prairie. The 850 acres of prairie, savannah and wetlands restored to date
include the 460-acre South Patrol Road. Former crop fields have been
returned to native habitat through invasive species control and the removal of
field drain tiles, drainage ditches and old railroad beds. Grasslands at
Midewin currently provide significant breeding and wintering habitat for birds
such as upland sandpiper, grasshopper sparrow, northern harrier and short-
eared owls.86

Spunky Bottoms: Eighty years ago, dredges reshaped much of the Illinois
River’s 270-mile shoreline by constructing levees to hold out the river’s
flooding waters. Like much of the land along the river, the wetlands at Spunky
Bottoms, a swath of land near Mt. Sterling, were converted to agriculture. In
1997, The Nature Conservancy of Illinois bought 1,200 acres of the site and in
2002 the Illinois Department of Natural Resources bought the other 833
through the Open Land Trust program. As water returned to the land,
wetlands sprang back to life: 148 plant species now thrive here, including the
federally-threatened decurrent false aster. Herpetologists say one of the most
abundant populations of northern cricket frogs in Illinois propagated at
Spunky Bottoms after restoration, and more than 16,000 waterfowl migrating
through the area have been recorded in a single spring day.87



19

translate into a $46 million annual fund.

52 percent expressed a willingness to pay $20 a year into

such a fund.

56 percent find open space to be important to their

quality of life.

82 percent believe the state needs to acquire open space

before it is lost to development.

92 percent say the state should preserve open space to

protect wildlife habitat.

A 2002 statewide survey by the Illinois Association of Park

Districts (IAPD) found:

71 percent of registered voters would support a 1/10 of a

percent increase in the state sales tax to fund local open

space acquisition efforts (averaging $14 more a year for a

typical Illinois household).

59 percent would support a 2/10 of a percent increase

($28 more per year per household).

90 percent said that parks and open space improve

property values.

In the IAPD poll, 40 percent of those surveyed across the

state thought that the rate of development posed a threat to

the quality of life in the community. However, the rate jumped

to 58 percent when measured in Chicago’s collar counties,

the fastest growing region of the state and arguably the area

where existing open space is most threatened.

PROTECTING OPEN SPACE NOW
The inevitable effect of population growth and development

is the rising cost of land. In growing counties, land that is

appropriate for protection is likely also desirable for

residential or commercial development. As districts and

developers compete for the remnants of undeveloped land

in northeastern Illinois, the price for such parcels can

skyrocket. Recent acquisitions of land by forest preserve

districts in northeastern Illinois illustrate the expense of

protecting land in this region:

The Cook County Forest Preserve district paid an average

price per acre of $46,906 to acquire 249 acres between

2002 and 2005.99

The Forest Preserve District of DuPage County paid an

average price per acre of $81,992 for 303 acres in 2003

and $78,356 for 41 acres in 2004.100

The Lake County Forest Preserve District paid an average

of $28,000 per acre over the last five years.101

Although the Chicago region is particularly expensive, any

part of the state with potential for residential development

has seen an increase in prices. In north central Illinois last

year most transitional land near semi-urban areas sold for

$8,000 to $12,000 per acre in anticipation of future

development, and in the outlying Champaign, Urbana and

Danville areas, transitional land with development potential

in the next five to fifteen years ranged from $7,500 to

$10,000 per acre. In southwestern Illinois, with four

counties that border the Mississippi River and are

influenced by Madison and St. Clair counties, which have

over 500,000 residents, farmland prices were up 15

percent across the board in 2005.103

Prices have been rising sharply across Illinois for all farmland.

The average farm real estate value for Illinois in 2006 was

$3,800 per acre, the highest on record in Illinois. The figure

was 14.1 percent higher than the revised 2005 average of

LAND IN NORTHEASTERN ILLINOIS

The Illinois Department of Natural Resources bought 113 acres near
Moraine Hills State Park in McHenry and Lake counties for more than $5
million in October 2006. Although the land was very expensive per acre,
IDNR and preservationists targeted the site because of its habitat and
because of the rapid loss of open space in the collar counties. The site
includes quality wetlands and upland buffer habitat, and nine threatened or
endangered bird species have been seen in the area.

The purchase also reflects how important complex funding can be for open
space acquisition, with financing through a mix of $4.3 million from the
state’s NAAF fund, $724,000 from the federal Land and Water Conservation
program, and a donation of $94,000 from the nonprofit Illinois Conservation
Foundation. In addition, the Lake County Forest Preserve District bought
134 adjacent acres in July for what is now Lake County's Black Crown
Forest Preserve.102



$3,330 per acre, and the 2006 percent increase was the

second highest since 1979. Farm real estate values have

shown a yearly increase since 1988, or nineteen consecutive

years. Since 2000, Illinois farm real estate values have

increased 68 percent.104

In an annual survey by the Illinois Society of Professional

Farm Managers and Rural Appraisers, 67 percent of

respondents said they expected the cost of land to increase

again in 2007.106 However, the slowdown of the housing

market may have given Illinois land prices a temporary

respite. The Chicago Tribune reported in October 2006 that

the market for farmland for development has slowed since

this summer, and some developers are even selling their

property rather than hold it as a financial liability on the

books.107

NEW TOOLS FOR LAND ACQUISITION
PLANNING
Illinois is aided by two planning tools that the state has

invested in over the last several years. Together, they offer

the ability to make informed, scientifically accurate

decisions about what land should be targeted to provide

the best return on taxpayer dollars for open space.

In conjunction with the redesigned and updated Natural

Areas Inventory, the Illinois State Wildlife Action Plan

provides the tools necessary to ensure that state land

acquisition is focused on the most important, strategic and

effective parcels of land throughout the state. With the plan

as a strategic guide, Illinois can address the particular

needs of wildlife that are declining so that populations can

be stabilized and then increased.108

The Illinois State Wildlife Action Plan

In order to receive federal funds through the State Wildlife

Grants program, Congress charged each state and

territory with developing a state wildlife action plan. Also

known as a “comprehensive wildlife conservation strategy,”

these plans will help conserve wildlife and vital natural

areas before they become too rare and costly to protect.

As communities grow, the wildlife action plan will give the

state the ability to fulfill its responsibility to conserve wildlife

and the lands and waters where they live for future

generations.

The Illinois State Wildlife Action Plan has been recognized

as one of the top ten plans in the nation. It is a truly

historic effort; never before has such a detailed, science-

based plan for conserving the state's wildlife been

undertaken. The process involved professional wildlife

biologists and a knowledgeable steering committee

representing several non-governmental wildlife and

conservation organizations. In addition, the draft plan was

presented at a number of regional meetings open to other

interested groups and the general public, and was

available to all on the Illinois Department of Natural

Resources website. Wildlife and habitat data from public

and private sources were evaluated and incorporated into

the evolving plan.

In October 2005, the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service

accepted the Illinois State Wildlife Plan, again one of the

first ten plans to be accepted nationwide.109 The plan

identifies goals for fish and wildlife conservation, priority

actions to address problems affecting wildlife, and unique

natural resources, historic trends and public interests of

the state. Beyond simply an inventory of species, the plan

includes long-range, landscape-level planning for habitat

management and land protection and determines the best

use of State Wildlife Grants.
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The Natural Areas Inventory

The Illinois Natural Areas Inventory (INAI) is a state database that identifies and classifies the state’s vanishing natural

heritage. The inventory is a listing of all known lands and water in the state that have significant natural values, support

endangered and threatened species, or still are sufficiently undisturbed to demonstrate what Illinois was like in pre-

settlement times. The list, which was first created in 1978, provides Illinois with an invaluable resource for planning and

prioritizing land acquisition, conservation and restoration projects.

Because land values vary widely across the state, the INAI helps inform decisions by local, state and even the federal

policy makers by providing an objective reference of which possible land acquisition has the greatest conservation impact.

Land acquisition is by its nature a very opportunity-based endeavor. With the INAI as a reference tool, when alternative

pieces of land are for sale, the environmental value, in addition to the economic value, can be taken into account.

Consider the case at the Joliet Arsenal, a federally owned area that was no longer needed by the government and

was being decommissioned. Portions of land at the site were listed on the INAI as habitat for endangered birds and

plants. Because of the Inventory, conservation organizations recognized the value of the land and the case was made

to protect the 19,000 acres when it was available. Today, that same land is estimated as valued at $1.7 billion.110

Illinois has invested $2 million in FY2007 in updating the INAI, with an agreement to fully fund the update with another

$2.5 million over the next two years. Plans include having the database converted to a digital format, which will allow

the information to be accessible online and to be updated in “real time” to ensure the data is as current as possible.

Illinois State Water Supply

With current growth in Illinois and loss of open space, there is growing pressure on the state’s water resources. In public

opinion surveys around the country, water quality and quantity is consistently among the very highest concerns of

respondents. Land conservation is increasingly recognized as a key strategy for protecting water resources. Source

protection could potentially serve as a driving force for additional land conservation in the state. Research is being

conducted to evaluate the nature of drinking water sources in the state, a part of which will evaluate the potential for land

conservation as a tool for protecting these sources.

Over the next three years, the State of Illinois is expected to define a comprehensive program for state and regional

water supply planning. Open space preservation and protection can add a significant part to securing both the quality

and quantity of Illinois’ water supply. In January 2006, the Governor signed an executive order to study the state’s water

needs to protect against shortages as a result of the long and costly drought in the summer of 2005. The order calls for

the development of a comprehensive, regional and statewide water supply planning and management strategy.  

In response, the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP), commissioned and funded by IDNR has launched a

three-year regional initiative, which covers an 11-county area of northern Illinois. A second initiative is being carried out

by the Mahomet Aquifer Consortium in east-central Illinois.  

Open space and protected natural areas perform important functions, which protect water supply. By setting aside

critical groundwater recharge areas, protecting soil, and buffering surface water sources, land acquisition can enhance

the regional water supply planning effort. Land conservation is a critical element for the protection of the water supply

and water quality within Illinois.
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[D] OPPORTUNITIES FOR INCREASED SUPPORT FOR CONSERVATION FUNDING

STATE BUDGET ISSUES
The state budget problems that have affected Illinois’ funding for open space acquisition in the past continue to have an

impact. Any reasonable and comprehensive assessment of increased support for open space must take the state’s

economic, fiscal and budgetary issues into account.

The state’s General Fund reported a deficit of more than $3 billion at the end of FY2005, one of only three states to report a

deficit. Illinois’ deficit was the largest in the nation, and the state finished last in fiscal 2005 in net assets. For FY2006,

General Fund receipts increased by 4.6 percent, showing growth of nearly $1.2 billion over FY2005, from $26.2 billion to

$27.4 billion.111 However, total revenues have merely climbed back to where they were in FY2001, before the last recession.

And, to keep pace with inflation, General Fund revenues needed to grow by 3.8 percent, or $996 million, making inflation-

adjusted growth only $203 million.112

Like many states, Illinois carries a growing burden of expense related to pension benefits for public employees. Illinois’

current unfunded pension liability is now more than $38 billion, the highest unfunded amount in the nation, a result of

decades of underfunding and investment losses.113 In 2003, both Moody’s Investors Service and Fitch Ratings downgraded

Illinois’ bond ratings after the state issued $10 billion in pension obligation bonds. Recently, Fitch Ratings named Illinois as

one of only three states to receive a negative rating outlook, primarily a result of the state’s large unfunded pension liability.114

Bonds such as the ones used to raise money to meet pension obligations cost money. The amount of the state budget

going to pay off debt is at an all-time high. Illinois ranks fifth among the states in debt burden per citizen at $1,835. General

Obligation bond debt service will total nearly $1.7 billion for FY2007.115

In the second quarter of FY2007, the General Funds cash position appears to be stronger than has been seen in recent

fiscal years. Economy driven revenues were strong in the first quarter as well.116 However, revenue growth in Illinois is

projected to slow down in FY2007 with a General Funds base revenue increase of $961 million over FY2006, while

appropriations increased nearly $1.3 billion.117

STATE REVENUE OPTIONS FOR OPEN SPACE FUNDING
Despite Illinois’ fiscal crisis, providing funding for open space at this crucial juncture will protect rapidly disappearing open

space and natural areas that cannot be replaced once they are gone. 

RECOMMIT TO THE AVAILABLE FUNDING
Illinois created special funding streams for open space through the RETT to the Open Space Lands Acquisition and

Development fund (OSLAD) and the Natural Areas Acquisition Fund (NAAF). Rerouting of dollars designated to these funds

has undercut the state’s commitment to open space, with more than $80 million diverted from these funds since FY 2002.

Protecting the funding to OSLAD and NAAF is the logical and important first step in recovering lost ground in funding open

space acquisition and stewardship in Illinois. By fully appropriating and spending each year the money that is statutorily

guaranteed to these programs, Illinois citizens can count on the steady support for open space acquisition that was intended

by the legislature. 
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An analysis of projected revenues and expenditures shows

that in FY2008, OSLAD could be supported by an

appropriation of more than $35 million, and NAAF an

appropriation of more than $28 million. On an ongoing

basis, the RETT that funds these programs should be

generating more than $51 million annually for both

programs. Appropriating and spending the money that is

already available is a simple first step to fully supporting

open space needs in Illinois.

POSSIBLE NEW SOURCES OF FUNDING
The Illinois Growth Task Force was created by the Illinois

General Assembly in response to concern about

development on prime farmland and the loss of open space.

In its 2002 report to the legislature, the task force noted that

there are insufficient funds to meet demand for open space

in Illinois and that public support for open space was high.

Among its recommendations, the report called for a

permanent source of funding to be provided.118 It is five

years later and the need is even more accute.

1 Capital Budget

In addition to the State’s annual operating budget, there is

also an occasional capital budget, which includes money for

necessary yet expensive infrastructure and construction

projects. Capital budgets are generally funded through

revenue bonds, where a specific state tax revenue is

dedicated to support the bond payments. The size of a

capital budget varies, but runs to the billions of dollars.

It has been several years since a capital budget was

passed in Illinois, and it is likely that one will be considered

in this legislative session. Open space acquisition is logically

a capital expenditure, and is a natural fit for inclusion in a

capital budget. In order to be healthy, communities need

open space and natural areas just as they need good

schools, transportation, jobs, shopping and the arts.

Including land conservation in the capital budget would

provide an infusion of acquisition dollars at a time when

such money is sorely needed.

CASE STUDY

Illinois Open Land Trust Program (OLT)

The Open Land Trust Act was established in 1999 solely to

acquire natural lands and expand public open space

throughout the state. Funded for four years, OLT had two

major components: state purchase of land through IDNR

and grants of up to 50 percent of total project cost to local

partners.119

Over its four years of support, OLT had $200 million in

funding (initially the trust was budgeted for $40 million

annually, but in FY2002, the General Assembly doubled the

annual commitment).120 In its first year, OLT provided about

$17 million to purchase nearly 1,600 acres across the state,

with about half of the funding going to the grant program.121

In total, OLT provided $63.6 million to local agencies for the

acquisition of about 8,735 acres around the state.122

2 General Obligation Bonds

General obligation (GO) bonds are essentially loans taken

out by a government secured by the jurisdiction’s full faith,

credit and taxing power to make timely payments.

Borrowing, by issuing bonds, presents a number of

advantages. Borrowing can provide the state with the

revenue and flexibility it needs up front to fund large-scale

park and open space projects, when land is available and

less expensive than it will be in the future. Bonds insure a

steady stream of funding that is not dependent on the

fluctuations of an annual revenue source. Costs are

typically spread out over a long time horizon, and

therefore are borne by both current and future

beneficiaries. GO bonds are a popular open space

acquisition financing tool at the state and local levels

across the county.

On the other hand, financing charges accrue, debt

ceilings limit the amount of bonds a state can issue and

convincing legislators or voters of the merits of incurring

debt can be challenging. There is generally stiff

competition for GO bonds among many programs in

need of financing. General obligation bonds spending is

part of the general appropriations process and all

spending bills are approved in Illinois as part of the

budget process in the regular session, with the approval

of a simple majority of both the House and Senate. Bond

issuance authorization, on the other hand, requires three-

fifths majority approval in both houses.
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Illinois Debt Bond Service

$ 50,000,000

$100,000,000

$200,000,000

$300,000,000

BOND ISSUE ANNUAL DEBT SERVICE

$ 4,012,129

$ 8,024,259

$16,048,517

$24,072,776

[20 Year bonds at 5.0% interest rate]

Note that Illinois has not had a capital budget for the last

three fiscal years. When Illinois’ lawmakers are prepared to

pass the next capital budget, open space acquisition could

be a specific line item as a capital project that will secure

natural infrastructure for Illinois.

CASE STUDY

Ohio

In November 2000, Ohio voters approved the Clean Ohio

Fund general obligation bond by a 57 to 43 percent margin.

The Fund was a $400 million program to preserve green

space and farmland, improve outdoor recreation, and

revitalize blighted neighborhoods by cleaning up and

redeveloping polluted properties. The Ohio Legislature voted

by an overwhelming bipartisan majority (99-0 in House, 30-2

in Senate) to endorse Governor Taft’s legislation and place

Issue 1 on the ballot. Subsequently, the Legislature created

four competitive funding programs, each designed to carry

out one of the original objectives of the Clean Ohio Fund.

(House Bill 3)123 By law, the Fund required an applicant to

provide at least 25% of the project's cost, while the Fund

would pay for the remaining 75%.

3 Sales Tax

Illinois could increase the state’s sales tax on all goods

sold, and dedicate the proceeds of such a sales tax to

open space acquisition throughout the state. Elected

officials have been unwilling to propose new taxes in Illinois

for several years. However, the pressure to alleviate state

funding problems outlined in the “State Budget Issues”

section may require Illinois policymakers to revisit this

funding mechanism. If Illinois does increase its sales tax,

open land acquisition is an issue that should be

considered for funding.

If Illinois were to levy a 1/8 of a cent tax for open space

acquisition (see below for a case study of Missouri), it would

raise between approximately $119 million and $126 million

annually (based on the high and low sales tax yields from

FY00 – FY04).

CASE STUDY

Missouri

In 1976, Missouri voters approved a constitutional

amendment to establish a 1/8 cent sales tax to fund fish,

forest and wildlife conservation. The amendment was placed

on the ballot by a citizens’ ballot initiative. Since the sales

tax was established, it has generated more than $1.3 billion

and helped the state acquire more than 450,000 acres of

habitat land. The sales tax generates more than $100 million

annually and is now primarily used to support the state’s

wildlife management agency.

4 Real Estate Transfer Tax

Illinois is one of 35 states (and Washington, D.C.) that

impose a tax on the transfer of real property located in the

state.124 The real estate transfer tax (RETT) is used by more

than a dozen states to fund their land conservation

programs, although few states have established a new

RETT funded program in recent years, and none have been

established via ballot measures. Illinois’ rate of taxation for

the RETT (0.10 percent) is lower than 27 of the 36 other

taxing bodies, which include Wisconsin at 0.30 percent,

Florida at 0.70 percent and Connecticut at 1.25 percent.125

Not all RETTs help support open space acquisition, although

the tax does provides very substantial funding for programs in

New York, Maryland and Florida. In some states like Florida,

RETT proceeds are dedicated via the state constitution and

can be relied upon every year; in other states like New York

and Maryland, they are subject to legislative appropriation and

have frequently been unavailable in lean budget years.

If Illinois was to double its RETT, from 0.10 percent to 0.20

percent, the state would receive approximately $96 million

more a year from the tax, based on the average of the last

four years of revenue (see Appendix 1). That would add an

additional $33 million a year to OSLAD and $14.5 million a

year to NAAF. 

Some open space advocates in partnership with advocates

for affordable housing, which is also supported by the RETT,

are exploring a slightly more complex initiative to restructure

the tax. That proposal would raise the total amount of revenue

and create a more progressive tax structure, while raising

approximately $100.8 million in new funding—which would

provide an additional $34.6 million for OSLAD and $14.9

million for NAAF.
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Illinois Sales Tax Yields 

FY 00

FY 01

FY 02

FY 03

FY 04

6,026,860

5,957,929

6,050,553

6,059,374

6,330,857

[$ in thousands]

5 Sales Tax on Sporting Goods

Several states help fund fish and wildlife conservation

through a set aside of the sales tax that is paid on

equipment items that are specifically associated with

hunting, fishing, and other wildlife-associated recreation.

This is not a higher tax on these items than other goods in

the state; rather it is a “carve out” of a portion of the funds

already captured by the existing sales tax for sporting

goods, dedicated to open space acquisition. In this way,

hunters and fishermen will help provide for the agency’s

funding but they will be joined by non-consumptive users in

managing all of the wildlife in the state.

The U.S. Census Bureau and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife

Service have determined that the sales of such equipment in

Illinois totals approximately $644 million per year. Applying

the 6.25 percent state sales tax rate yields more than $40

million in state taxes. This $40 million would help to stabilize

the funding to IDNR’s open space budgets but would

account for about 0.6 percent of the state’s total sales tax

revenues, which in FY2004 was just over $6.3 billion. 

In addition, these revenues could support the payment of a

bond issue for land conservation. If approximately $7 million

of the potential $40 million from the sporting goods sales tax

were annually allocated to debt service, a $100 million bond

could be financed.

CASE STUDY

Virginia

Beginning on July 1, 2000, legislation passed by Virginia's

General Assembly appropriated the State's two percent

share of the sales tax revenue generated for hunting, fishing

and wildlife watching as set forth in two categories

(equipment and auxiliary equipment) into the Game

Protection Fund. These classifications are based on the U.S.

Department of Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service and U.S.

Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census National

Survey of Fishing, Hunting and Wildlife-Associated 

Recreation which comes out every five years. The sales tax

on these two categories gained the Department of Game

and Inland Fisheries $12.3 million in its first fiscal year.

Since then, budgetary problems forced the legislature to

raid the fund, which now stands at approximately $10

million each year. 

This legislation is a result of several years work of a bi-

partisan committee of the legislature, supported by a finding

of the State Auditor of Public Accounts that the Department

would run out of its ability to continue operations in 2001

and following years, unless new revenue was available to

support current operations. Further, the legislation allowed

its supervisory board to utilize up to 50 percent of the new

funds for capital projects since the department had no

identifiable funds for capital projects and land acquisitions. 

6 Garbage Tipping Fee

Illinois currently has a garbage tipping fee, which was

substantially raised in 2003.126 The Environmental Protection

Act (EPAct) establishes fees that support the source of

funding for most of the Department of Commerce and

Economic Opportunity’s (DCEO) waste reduction and

recycling activities. The state tipping fee surcharge is now

$0.95 per cubic yard and/or $2.00 per ton. Local

governments that host landfills also are authorized to impose

up to an additional $0.60 per cubic yard and/or $1.27 a ton

local surcharge. An additional Subtitle D fee of $0.101 per

cubic yard and/or $0.22 per ton is also imposed. Previously,

the solid waste fee was $0.95 a ton. The total state tipping

fee is now often referenced as being $2.22 a ton.127

In 2004, the last year for which data is available, Illinois’ 52

landfills reported receiving more than 16 million gate tons

of waste. If Illinois were to add a $1 per ton in tipping fee

to the current taxes—which would still be less than the

current fee in states like Pennsylvania (see below)—

approximately $16 million annually could be raised for

open space acquisition.

CASE STUDY

Pennsylvania

In 2002, the Pennsylvania legislature established a $4.24/ton

tipping fee to support a range of environmental programs,

including land conservation. It generates an estimated $80

million annually. The tipping fee is deposited into the

Environmental Stewardship Fund, used for land conservation.
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CONCLUSION
It is now a crucial time for open space acquisition in Illinois.

Budget cutbacks have taken tens of millions of dollars away

from open space acquisition and stewardship thus far in the

21st century, at a time when an increase in this commitment

is needed. Lawmakers have an opportunity to move Illinois

forward in their ability to protect precious natural resources.

A number of options exist for increasing funding. The

challenge for state policymakers is to ensure that despite

population growth, sprawl and rapidly rising real estate

costs, there is public open space and wildlife habitat for

future generations.

APPENDICES
The maps below represent a number of areas within the

state containing high priority wildlife habitat and

conservation opportunities in accordance with the State

Wildlife Action Plan.
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Real Estate Transfer Tax Receipts  FY99-FY06

FY2006

FY2005

FY2004

FY2003

FY2002

FY2001

FY2000

FY1999

TOTALS

FISCAL YEARFISCAL YEAR
TOTAL 
RECEIPTS

% FROM 
GENERAL 
REVENUE

AFFORDABLE HOUSING
TRUST FUND

% OF TOTAL
RECEIPTS

NATURAL AREAS 
ACQUISITION FUND 

116,594,762

106,972,544

  86,157,177

 71,355,673

  65,197,752

57,787,061

  57,654,156

54,507,252

616,226,377

0

0

0

17,838,918

  1,348,475

0

0

0

19,187,393

0.00

0.00

0.00

25.00

2.07

0.00

0.00

0.00 

3.11

58,297,381

53,486,272

43,078,589

35,677,836

32,598,876

28,893,530

28,827,078

27,253,626

308,113,189

50.00

50.00

50.00

50.00

50.00

50.00

50.00

50.00

50.00

17,489,214

16,045,881

12,923,577

  3,567,784

  9,240,273

 8,668,059

  8,648,123

  8,176,088

84,758,998

15.00

15.00

15.00

  5.00

14.17

15.00

15.00

15.00

13.75

GENERAL 
REVENUE

% OF TOTAL
RECEIPTS

129

OPEN SPACE LANDS 
ACQUISITION 
& DEVELOPMENT

40,808,167

37,440,390

30,155,012

14,271,135

22,010,128

20,225,471

20,178,955

19,077,538

204,166,796

% OF TOTAL
RECEIPTS

35.00

35.00

35.00

20.00

33.76

35.00

35.00

35.00

33.13

State Revenue Collected by the Real Estate Transfer Tax 1996 - 2005

1996    $37.5

1997    $38.9

1998    $46.9

1999    $54.5

2000   $57.7

2001   $57.8

2002    $65.2

2003    $71.4

2004    $86.2

2005    $107.0

2006  $116.6

FISCAL YEAR RECEIPTS [MILLIONS]

128
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