


Through the regionÕs industrial growth and decline, wildlife
and native vegetation persisted. Although many natural areas
have been seriously degraded, enough habitat is left to sup-
port a variety of species of conservation interest. Outdoor
activities have remained popular in Calumet, too. A hunting
and fishing hotspot in the late 1800s and early 1900s, today
Calumet still provides some of the most accessible hunting
and fishing opportunities in Chicago. Bird watchers and
wildlife watchers flock to the area to see state-endangered
birds like the black-crowned night heron (Nycticorax nyctico-
rax) and snowy egret (Ardea alba). Anglers come for the bass
and pike, and hunters come for the only remaining legal hunt-
ing in Chicago. Local residents have been active for decades
on behalf of local wildlife and recreation, arguing for protec-
tion and enhancement of CalumetÕs natural riches. 

In 2000 the City of Chicago and State of Illinois announced a
major initiative to revitalize the economy while also conserv-
ing and enhancing the biodiversity of the Illinois part of the
Calumet region. The Calumet Initiative, a partnership of gov-
ernment, industry, academia, museums, nonprofit groups, and
local residents, is working toward economic and ecological
sustainability in Calumet. One key site in the region is Indian
Ridge Marsh.

The 145-acre Indian Ridge Marsh, divided by a street into
north (110 acres) and south (35 acre) sections, was a beach
ridge used for travel first by Native Americans and then by
Europeans. By the late 1800s Indian Ridge Marsh was platted
for residential development, and a handful of houses were
built. Ironically, being platted probably saved Indian Ridge
Marsh, because gaining ownership of the land entailed dealing
with hundreds of owners of individual plots and the City of
Chicago used a process to reclaim tax-delinquent property to
purchase most of Indian Ridge Marsh for public ownership.
Neighboring sites include a landfill that is a potential super-
fund site, an active freight rail line, a heavy truck route, and a
former steel coke plant. Indian Ridge Marsh is one of the first
Calumet sites to move into public ownership with plans for
ecological rehabilitation and is the site for several research
projects. It is home to numerous species of marsh-dependent
breeding birds, including the black-crowned night heron,



to quickly identify the most critical attributes at any site to pre-
serveÐproviding a litmus test for ecological rehabilitation or
other site alterations. If there is a significant risk of harm to
something on the ÒpreserveÓ list or a significant gap in our
knowledge that makes it impossible to estimate the risk, then
the proposed change will not move forward. At Indian Ridge



Nesting Ecology and Contaminant Exposure 
of the Lake Calumet Black-Crowned 

Night Heron Colony 
With the Calumet regionÕs history of heavy industrial activity,
sewage and industrial discharges, landfills, and hazardous
waste storage/disposal, sediments here contain elevated con-
centrations of organic and inorganic contaminants that may
pose risks to fish-eating wildlife (Halbrook et al.1999,
Hothem et al.1995, Ohlendorf et al.1978, Price 1977).
Black-crowned night herons nesting at Indian Ridge Marsh
are known to forage throughout the Calumet area, often in
areas characterized by elevated concentrations of environ-
mental contaminants. Some of these contaminants may
bioaccumulate in the herons via transfer up the aquatic food
chain. Herons and egrets have been used extensively as
bioindicators/biomonitors of environmental contamination

http://www.fieldmuseum.org/calumet


churches, and public and private gardeningÑare applicable
to conservation in an urban area. They indicate residentsÕ
concerns for place and their ability to organize on behalf of
their local environments, and they represent opportunities
for collaboration with conservation biologists and other envi-
ronmentalists from outside the community. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
While the black-crowned night heron is abundant throughout
much of its range, this species is important in Calumet for a
variety of reasons. First, the black-crowned night heron is not
alone in using Indian Ridge Marsh as a breeding and foraging
area. Understanding this colony and improving its habitat will
quite likely help other marsh-dependent birds such as the
snowy egret (Egretta thula), common moorehen (Gallinula
chloropus), and American bittern (Botaurus lentiginosus), species
of broader conservation interest. 

But more to the point of this paper is the important role that
the black-crowned night heron plays in the social landscape of
Calumet, and the intertwining of social, biological, and physi-
cal issues represented by this speciesÕ management. The black-
crowned night heron has captivated the local and regional
communities. It is a rare, and for many an exhilarating, expe-
rience in an urban area to witness a large flock of nesting birds
at sunset. Residents want to see these birds, to follow their
nesting habits. This offers an opportunity to educate people
about conserving habitat, including foraging territory as well
as nesting areas. Although we have not tested this hypothesis,
it is quite possible that these educational opportunities could
broaden peopleÕs interest in and support for conservation prac-
tices, and for species not near home. If this proves true, the
conservation efforts aimed at a relatively abundant species
could result in support for conserving more endangered
species far from urban population centers.

Local residentsÕ interest in this species is reflected in how the
black-crowned night heron colony and CalumetÕs other natural
riches serve as a rallying point for organization and action.
Much of the conservation efforts going forward now in
Calumet would not be happening were it not for the ongoing
hard work of local residents on behalf of the many species of
animals and plants that survive in the area. In this way, the
fascination with the black-crowned night heron has a ripple
effect for other local species in need of habitat improvements.

Yet there is a more subtle, perhaps even more important, issue
related to the local interest in this black-crowned night heron
colony, one less instrumental for conservationists and more
important for local well-being. This aspect rests in the poten-
tial social-psychological impact of this colony on the local resi-
dents. Calumet has an image problem. The remaining industry
and waste disposal facilities create smells and haze and other
negative impacts on the area. Past industry left behind toxic
dumps and literally tons and tons of slag and other fill.
CalumetÕs local reputation has made this an area avoided by
most, which may have increased the feeling of isolation of
local communities. In short, many local residents feel they are
living in a forsaken area, and some perceive disdain and con-
tempt from the broader Chicago metro community. In envi-
ronmental psychology, researchers have articulated many of

the ways in which the environment in which people live
impacts their sense of self. As one of the founders of the field,
Harold Proshansky, sums it up, ÒPeople not only project onto
their environment, they introject from itÓ (Proshansky 1976).
Projectingonto the environment can be seen in front yards,
styles of homes, and other ways in which people express them-
selves in their environment. Introjectingis the reverseÑpeople
defining and valuing themselves based on what they see
around them. The connection to the rookery is this: the black-
crowned night heron colony and the other natural riches can
mitigate the negative influences of introjectingfrom the landfills,
sludge drying facilities, and industrial waste that is all too com-
mon in Calumet. The Field Museum social asset research team
discovered that despite the negative associations that residents
know come from the contamination of their environment, both
newer and older residents found ways to maintain or create
positive associations to place. The older residents drew on the
historical memories of a rich fabric of social life constructed
during the steel mill era, while newer residents were proud of
their nascent efforts at economic revitalization and beautifica-
tion. The growing awareness of Lake CalumetÕs rich biodiversi-
ty and natural habitats is fast becoming part of residentsÕ armor
for defending their way of life and for maintaining their com-
munities. In this way, the black-crowned night heron colony
can make meaningful contributions to community well-being.
And in this way, conservation biology can contribute to species
survival andhuman quality of life.

Renewed interest in economic development in Calumet could
have been coming at the expense of the remaining natural
areas. But, instead, there is a real effort (with some struggle) to
coordinate economic development with ecological rehabilita-
tion. This is not unlike getting conservation to work in devel-
oping countries by building in economic opportunities for
local residents. This brings us to a final point: in Calumet it is
obvious that conservation cannot move forward without taking
into account the local social landscape. This is equally true,
however, in more remote places. It is true for cultural stability
periodÑbe it the cultural stability of the southeast side of
Chicago or in the mountains of Peru. Field Museum of Natural
History researchers have found that incorporating local inter-
ests and expertise in conservation projects in Peru is the only
way to have a chance for successful conservation. There seems
to be little choice because long-term stewardship of the area
depends on it. If local people do not feel ownership, then
external agents are less and less likely to succeed in achieving
sustainability or conserving remaining flora and fauna.

A key finding in the social asset study suggests one reason
why this is true, one that is different from the common wis-
dom of the need to honor the livelihoods of locals. Field
Museum researchers found that local people in Calumet view
ÒenvironmentÓ more holistically than do many conservation-
istsÑintegrating open space or natural area protection with
health, safety, and other issues. In this sense, by paying atten-
tion to broader ecological issues, such as contamination issues
and remediation (that benefit peoplesÕ health as well as biodi-
versity), conservationists are more likely to get people to sup-
port the conservation issuesÑa ÒnaturalÓ alliance can be
formed between local residents and conservationists. 
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