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North Branch of the Chicago River
A view upstream from the river access at Irene Hernandez Family Picnic 
Area, a unit of the Cook County Forest Preserve on Chicago’s NW side 
(Foster and Kilbourn Aves.). 



North Branch of the Chicago River
The view downstream. From this perspective, you have no idea you’re in 
the middle of the 3rd biggest city in America. The riffles in this stretch of 
the river oxygenate the water and support a diverse range of aquatic life.



Macro-Invertebrate Sampling
Mark Hauser, educator and naturalist with Friends of the Chicago River, 
demonstrates how to use a D-net to collect macro-invertebrates from the 
river sediment.



Macro-Invertebrate Sampling
Venturing out into the current in hip-waders, Danny, Melissa, Whitney, 
and Sonia get to it.



Macro-Invertebrate Sampling
I meander along the river’s edge, taking pictures and giving 
encouragement, while Cheryl does the hard work.



Macro-Invertebrate Sampling
Sonia was in her element searching for benthic dwellers.



Identifying Macro-Invertebrates
Meanwhile, a team of students on the river’s edge worked diligently to 
identify the aquatic worms, leeches, damselfly larvae, scuds, sowbugs, 
snails, and clams the others collected. That’s Mike pointing and Chris 
taking notes, while a middle school-age guest helps out.



Macro-Invertebrate Sampling
Sonia and Whitney scour the far bank of the river, just in case any 
crayfish are hiding out there. 



Macro-Invertebrate Sampling
Speaking of crayfish (aka crawfish or crawdad), here’s a selection of the 
specimens we netted. Good job, guys! These animals are classified by 
ecologists as “Group 2” organisms that are “moderately intolerant to 
pollution” – and thus a good indicator of decent water quality.



Water Chemistry Analysis
Cheryl and Whitney work on a test that measures phosphate levels, 
which they found to be 2ppm – rather high and indicative of pollution 
from run-off that contains, most likely, detergents. This indicator dragged 
down the chemical profile score of the river.



Water Chemistry Analysis
Danny and Melissa measure the pH of the water, which gives an 
indication of its level of acidity. The pH here was 8, which is slightly 
“basic” (as opposed to acidic), and within a range to support most 
aquatic animals.



Streamflow Analysis
Last on the docket was a game that parents might recognize as “Pooh 
sticks,” only instead of racing we merely measured the time it took for a 
stick to travel 50 feet in the current at three different points in the river. 
Bette, Cheryl, and Roy do the stick-dropping honors here.



Streamflow Analysis
And at the other end were Sonia, Whitney, and Danny, who tracked the 
sticks and called “stop” to Lowanda, our official timer (on shore, not 
pictured). Average current was 159 cubic feet per second.



Exploring Urban Nature
So, who said science is dull? 
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