Weakening the Clean Water Act:
What it Means for Illinois
At least 55% of Illinois streams — 80% of streams in southwestern Illinois
— and 60% of the state’s remaining wetlands are at risk of uncontrolled pollution and filling. These small streams (headwater, intermittent, and ephemeral streams) and wetlands are losing Clean Water Act protections in the
wake of two recent Supreme Court decisions and subsequent federal agency
directives. Without intervention from Congress or the Administration to
restore Clean Water Act protections for waters that were protected
prior to 2001, these waters will continue to be polluted and destroyed.
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Protecting small streams and wetlands will reduce flooding in Illinois communities:
Intact small streams reduce the intensity and frequency of floods by absorbing significant amounts of water and slowing the
flow of water downstream. A single acre of wetland can store 1 to 1.5 million gallons of flood water, and just a 1% loss of a
watershed’s wetlands can increase total flood volume by almost 7%. Illinois has already lost 85% of its wetlands and altered
countless streams, including 30% to 40% of streams in the Kaskaskia River watershed; the state’s remaining streams and wetlands must be protected.

Illinois has already experienced significant damage from flooding. The Great Flood of
1993 devastated communities in Illinois and other Midwestern states, and was one of the
nation’s most costly natural disasters. Thousands of people were displaced, 48 people died,
more than a 1,000 levees were over-topped or failed, and damages soared to an estimated
$21 billion. In 2002, record floods hit the Kaskaskia River watershed. In 2008, another
disastrous flood hit the Midwest, killing 24 people, damaging 20% of the nation’s corn and
soybean crops, and causing more than $15 billion in agricultural and property damage.
Illinois will become even more vulnerable to flooding as the earth’s climate continues to change. Large rainfall events that historically occurred once every 20 years are
predicted to hit the Midwest every 4 to 6 years by the end of the 21st century.
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Protecting small streams and wetlands will keep Illinois’ water clean:
Intact small streams and wetlands trap substantial amounts of sediments, chemicals, and nutrients, keeping those pollutants
from reaching downstream waters. In one study, nutrients traveled less than 65 feet in a small headwater stream before being
removed from the water. If not filtered out, sediments and chemicals increase drinking water treatment costs, fill in reservoirs
and navigation channels, and damage fisheries and recreation.

In Illinois more than 1.68 million people get some or all of their drinking water from public
drinking water systems that rely at least in part on small streams. In southwestern Illinois,
most public drinking water systems that serve the 12th and 17th congressional districts are fed at
least in part by small streams. The public systems that serve these two congressional districts provide drinking water to over 500,000 people.
The Illinois DNR reports that virtually every Illinois stream and lake is suffering from excess
siltation. Siltation is the major cause of water quality impairment in the Kaskaskia watershed,
where it is adversely affecting both the main river and backwater fish nursery sites, threatening the
Kaskaskia sport fishery. Parts of the Kaskaskia River Project (Navigation Channel) have silted in,
stopping barge and larger recreation use and warranting dredging only 35 years after being built.
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At least 823 polluting facilities with pollution controls established by Clean Water Act permits are located on at-risk Illinois streams. If these streams lose Clean Water Act protections,
federal permits will no longer be necessary, and the facilities will be able to pollute at will.

Protecting small streams and wetlands will preserve essential fish and wildlife habitat which
support Illinois’ recreation industry:
Wetlands provide shelter, food supply, spawning, and nursery areas for 90%
of fish caught by American recreational anglers. Intact small streams and
wetlands provide vital habitat for fish and wildlife that support a strong
recreational industry in Illinois. More than 100 bird species utilize Illinois
wetlands, along with 40% of Illinois’ threatened and endangered species.
Wetlands, including the at-risk Prairie Pothole Region located north and
west of Illinois, support globally significant populations of breeding waterfowl. Fishing, hunting, and wildlife-associated activities produce $4.2 billion in economic activity in Illinois every year. Fishing alone supports
13,000 jobs and brings at least $400 million annually into the state’s economy. Recreation is the second major source of economic income (after agriculture) in the Kaskaskia River watershed.
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Protecting small streams and wetlands will help restore Illinois watersheds:
Protecting and restoring small streams and wetlands is central to the success of the
Kaskaskia River Watershed Plan. The Kaskaskia River watershed covers more than
10% of the state and has a direct impact on all, or parts of, 22 counties. Developed in
consultation with the Illinois DNR, the watershed plan seeks to double the number of
wetland acres; improve aquatic habitat throughout the watershed; increase and improve
wildlife habitat; restore forested riparian corridors along all of the 8,680 miles of
streams in the watershed; improve flood protection through restoration, conservation
easements, and flowage easements; reduce silt, sedimentation, nutrients, and toxics in
water by measurable and observable amounts; and enforce the NPDES permit program.
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Restoring protections will bolster enforcement of Clean Water Act requirements:
The federal court decisions and subsequent agency guidance have added uncertainty and burdensome fact-finding and paper
work requirements to the Clean Water Act permitting process and have negatively affected Clean Water Act enforcement
cases regionally and nationwide.

The state of Illinois joined more than 30 states in asking the Supreme Court to uphold
Clean Water Act protections for small tributaries and their adjacent wetlands.

The Administration Must Restore Clean Water
Protections for the Nation’s Waters
For almost a decade, Congress has failed to enact legislation restoring the
historic scope of the Clean Water Act. To protect the Nation’s waters,
EPA and the Corps of Engineers should revise their definition of
“Waters of the United States” to restore and clarify Clean Water Act
protections, including for so-called “isolated wetlands,” in a manner
consistent with both law and science. A successful rulemaking will
restore and clarify protections for millions of wetland acres and stream
miles, and will place these restored protections on a much more secure
legal and scientific foundation.
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