
BLOOMINGTON DRINKING 
WATERSHEDS PROGRAM

                    

Maria Lemke, Director of Conservation Science
Krista Kirkham, Aquatic Ecologist
Adrienne Marino, Water Quality Program 

Manager



Land Use
Corn
Soybean
Forested
Grassland
Developed

Conservancy project sites in the Mackinaw River Watershed

80-90% Agricultural

60-70 fish species
25-30 mussel species

High quality stream

Illinois River

Mississippi River

Conservation Lands

State land
Federal
Regional

Private

Franklin Research & 
Demonstration Farm

Paired Watershed
        Project

Bloomington Drinking
Watersheds Project

*2008 study found that tributary streams and tile drains were nitrogen sources over 10 mg/L 



Mackinaw Drinking Watersheds Project
Innovative partnerships:  

• The Nature Conservancy 
• City of Bloomington, IL
• Environmental Defense Fund
• NRCS 
• SWCD 
• FSA 
• Conservation Strategies Consulting, LLC 
• University of Illinois
• Illinois State University 
• Local farmers and landowners 



Long-term goals:

• Reduce nitrate loading to Lake 
Bloomington, the source of water for 
80,000 people in Bloomington, Illinois

• Implement constructed tile-drainage 
treatment wetlands and improved 
nitrogen management practices at 
scale throughout the watershed  

• Develop a Water Fund for the City of 
Bloomington that includes analyses 
for sustainable funding and measures 
for effective conservation



Outreach

• Started with newsletters and brochures 
to landowners in watersheds (SWCD, 
TNC)

• Eventually became one-on-one outreach 
for constructed wetlands, partnership 
with local ag retailer for nitrogen study



CRP CP-39:  Farmable Wetlands Program (2013-2016)
• 50% cost-share
• 40% practice incentive payment 
• $100/acre signing incentive payment
• CRP annual soil rental payments + 20%

Funding: USDA-NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant (2012-2016)



Miran Day
(California Polytechnic State University)

Dr. David Kovacic
(University of Illinois)

Watershed Mapping

LiDAR, GIS, and aerial infra-red data : Develop flow nets for the watershed data 
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Achievements

• Memorandum of Agreement between the City of Bloomington, Environmental 
    Defense Fund and The Nature Conservancy regarding conservation efforts in the
    Lake Bloomington and Evergreen Lake watersheds. 
 
• Developed an Agricultural Advisory Group of landowners, producers, farm 
    managers and Soil and Water Conservation District staff to provide input on 
    scaling up watershed practices 

• Developed a strong, consistent, and enthusiastic working group for 8 years.

•  Preliminary economic analyses for the cost of green versus grey infrastructure and
    cash-flow models for a Bloomington Water Fund

• 3000 acres (7%) in Money Creek watershed were converted to spring N application 
2013-2015 (IEPA 319 grant)

• Worked with county FSA and state NRCS to add flexibility with wetland seeding and 
CRP transition (CP-21 to CP-39)



Lessons Learned/Challenges Ahead

(1) Partnerships are critical: Natural Resources Conservation Service, Soil 
and Water Conservation District, universities, non-profit conservation 
organizations, agricultural retailers
• Challenge:  Declining funding to support local partners (i.e., SWCD)

(2) Communication: Consistent, transparent

(3) Monitoring is important, but expensive: Federal and state grants, 
private funding (e.g., match)
• Challenge: Keeping pace with agricultural impacts (i.e., tiling)

(4) Leverage Farm Bill dollars for implementation
• Challenges: (a) Inconsistency of available programs, (b) Sign-up 

process is complicated and time-consuming

(5) Engage agricultural landowners and producers: Planning, 
Implementation, Outreach and Communication
• Challenges:  How to (a) engage more agricultural landowners and 

producers, (b) provide appropriate incentives and financial support

Lessons Learned



ISAP

Working Towards Solutions



Thank you!
Contact:  kkirkham@tnc.org
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Changes in nitrogen management practices (rate, timing, form, and placement) 
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Illinois Environmental Protection Agency (319 Program)

Funding: Two years

Goal: Transition 3000 acres from fall to spring N 
application

Represents: 7% of the watershed (an estimated 3000 
acres already spring-applied)



The Opportunity
Preliminary economic analyses show that wetlands could be much more cost-
effective than constructing and managing an ion exchange system to treat nitrates 
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*Based on Research and Demonstration Farm Wetland Data – by R.E. Heimlich  
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