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In March of 1946, the State of Illinois acquired the 160-
acre parcel which was at that time known as the Wolf Lake 
Conservation Area. The site, located in the Hegewisch 
neighborhood of the City of Chicago, quickly became a 
popular place for local people to enjoy outdoor activities 
like fishing and hunting as well as a focus of neighborhood 
groups who promoted conservation and stewardship of 
the site’s natural resources. In 1965, the Illinois General 
Assembly dedicated the site to William W. Powers, a local 
Chicago alderman and Illinois General Assembly legislator, 
who used the site for picnics to feed the needy during the 
Great Depression. 

Today, the site is know as the William W. Powers State 
Recreation Area (Wm. W. Powers SRA), and it remains a 
popular site owned and managed by the Illinois Department 
of Natural Resources (IDNR). The 614-acre park includes 
195 acres of land and 419 acres of Wolf Lake with nearly six 
miles of shoreline frontage. IDNR estimates that the park 
hosts about a half-million visitors annually. 

Wm. W. Powers SRA is a unique site. It is the only state park 
in the City of Chicago, which makes it unusual both among 
other state parks and among other regional open spaces. 
It also shares a body of water and a border with the City 
of Hammond, Indiana. It’s a special place that is distinctive 
from neighboring public open spaces because of the 
combination of its ecological and cultural significance, its 
shared border with Indiana, its unique recreation offerings, 
and its close connection to a number of regional trails. 

The site also offers unique vistas of the region—from its 
shoreline you can observe active industry, rare plant and 
animal species, and people enjoying an afternoon paddling 

Site dedication 1946

Historic newspaper articles document long-standing 
community interest in recreation and conservation at the 
William W. Powers State Recreation Area
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or fishing on Wolf Lake. It is a place where visitors are 
introduced to the greater Calumet region’s landscape of 
contrast.

Wm. W. Powers SRA has a lot of potential as both an 
integral part of a destination network of Wolf Lake parks 
and to complement the many other innovative open 
space developments occurring in the Calumet area and 
broader Chicago region. To help understand how to better 
realize this potential, IDNR contracted our consultant 
team to engage the community in a planning process 
for the site. This process yielded the park enhancement 
recommendations described in this report.

Our team spent the first half of 2016 working on the 
planning process. We worked with IDNR to engage the 
community by hosting a dialogue with local residents, 
partner agencies and organizations, and leadership from 
surrounding communities. We also spent time observing 
the site, evaluating its condition, and understanding park 
operations. Through this work, we came to understand a 
number of things about the site, such as:
• Site challenges and opportunities;
• Priorities for site improvements—including which 

improvements are most important to the community 
and which are important to IDNR; and,

• The realities of implementation—including insight 
into which improvements may be implemented in the 
near term, which improvements will be contingent on 
cooperation with a partner, and which improvements 
are important to fulfilling the long term vision for the 
future of the site. 

Through this balanced approach to forming 
recommendations we seek to provide IDNR with an honest, 
clear, and community-supported strategy that will lay 
the groundwork—even in the current climate of limited 
resources—for near-term and long-term improvements at 
the Wm. W. Powers SRA site.

The thoughts and recommendations of this report 
reflect our evaluation of a number of different sources 
of information. Throughout the process we heard a 
great amount of thoughtful and significant input from 
community members. We also evaluated the condition 
of site amenities and infrastructure, and talked to staff 
about park operations and budget realities. 
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Community Engagement
A key component of our planning process was the creation 
and management of an external stakeholder participation 
process. As we started the process, we heard from a 
number of people that many southeast side residents are 
suffering from “community meeting fatigue.” A number 
of planning efforts have been ongoing in the southeast 
Chicago region over the past decade, and many residents 
feel worn out by public process and distrustful that the 
process will yield any real outcomes. Despite this fatigue, 
people showed up at our meetings and responded to our 
surveys—sometimes in impressive numbers—to offer their 
input and ask questions about the Wm. W. Powers SRA 
site. This in itself demonstrates the importance the site 
already holds for many people locally and regionally. In 
all, over 1,000 responses were collected at outreach 
events and through web surveys. Over 150 community 
members attended the open house meetings and over 
800 community members participated in the web-based 
surveys. The project website received over 700 visitors 
(with 2,300 page views).

Because of the committed participation of a range of 
stakeholders, the recommendations contained herein 
represent a community-supported vision for future 
investment at the Wm. W. Powers SRA site. However, at 
this time, IDNR has very limited resources to invest in 
improvements at all of their sites. This will not always be 
the case, and some strategic partnership opportunities 
currently exist that could help to implement improvements 
at Wm. W. Powers SRA. 

Being mindful of these conditions, this document responds 
to two questions:
• First, what is the long-term, community-supported 

vision for Wm. W. Powers SRA?
• Second, given the resource constraints we know we’re 

going to have in the near future, what can we do?

Community Vision
Based on our assessment of existing conditions and input 
from the community, we derived a series of goals for the 
Wm. W. Powers SRA. Our vision seeks to distinguish the 
site and find an identity that complements the mission of 
IDNR, celebrates the site’s urban location, and celebrates 
the site’s natural character that is highly valued by local 
residents and visitors. Goals that support this vision for 
the site are listed below, in order of importance: 

1. Improve site appearance and functionality.
2. Create a thriving ecological network by managing, 

enhancing, and restoring the site’s natural 
communities.

3. Expand program offerings to meet community 
needs.

4. Update recreation facility offerings to meet 
community needs.

5. Pursue viable partnerships for programming and 
operations.

6. Improve local and regional access.
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Based on the goals for the site, we worked with project 
stakeholders develop a list of potential improvements for 
the site.  We then worked with stakeholders to prioritize 
these initiatives. Finally, to help stakeholders to understand 
the spatial and programmatic implications of potential site 
improvements, and ultimately help us develop a preferred 
scenario, we developed three land use scenarios for 
stakeholders to review.

The first, a low-intensity scenario, envisioned the site as 
a conservation-focused recreation area. A mid-intensity 
scenario celebrated the ecological significance of Wm. 
W. Powers SRA alongside its potential as an expanded 
recreation area. Finally, a high-intensity scenario was 
developed which envisioned Wm. W. Powers SRA as a 
regional, consumptive recreation hub. Plan scenarios, 
as well as activities, programs, and infrastructure 
improvements that could be associated with each scenario 
were evaluated by stakeholders at a public open house and 
through a web-based survey. 

Across all platforms of input, comments consistently 
reflected the expressed need for practical and 
simple change at the site, including a desire to open 
washrooms, return hours of operation to extend from 
sunrise to sunset, maintain existing amenities, and keep 
the Wm. W. Powers SRA site as natural as possible. As 
a result, the community driven vision described herein 
focuses on the creation of an accessible and well-
maintained recreational open space that supports low 
to mid intensity recreational uses. It also focuses on 
strengthening the park’s identity locally and regionally. 

As a result, the preferred scenario (outline on the following 
pages) focuses on the creation of an accessible and 
well-maintained recreational open space that supports 
low to mid intensity recreational uses. It also focuses on 
strengthening the park’s identity locally and regionally. 

High-Priority Park Enhancements
Park Enhancement Recommendations are proposed 
for appearance and identity improvements, recreation 
amenity improvements, restoration and site ecology 
improvements, access and connectivity improvements, 
and operational and programming improvements. A full 
list of recommendations is outlined in the full report.  
Priorities  for park enhancements are based on three 
criteria: importance, urgency, and community priority (as 
derived from survey responses and feedback at community 
meetings). 

The highest priority initiatives are both important, urgent, 
and are highly supported by the community. The four 
initiatives that have been ranked as highest priority for the 
site include:
1. Repair and open washrooms. 
2. Fill the soon to be vacant Park Superintendent 

position.
3. Implement tree removal, replacement, and 

protection program.
4. Revise picnic shelter rental policy to evaluate 

localized rental operations, evaluate increased 
rental rates, and formalize port-a-let rental policy.
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Preferred Scenario
After evaluating stakeholder priorities and suggested 
options for activities, programs, and infrastructure changes 
at the site, a preferred scenario was developed. It should 
be noted that the described preferred scenario presents 
recommendations for the Wm. W. Powers SRA and not 
an actual plan of action adopted by IDNR. It is also 
important to note that these recommendations in their 
entirety would only be possible to implement if IDNR’s 
ongoing budget, special funding, and staffing were 
not limited. Unfortunately, reality is quite different. 
There is no new funding or special budget allocation for 
implementing the following vision

Day Use Area
The Day Use Area of the park is envisioned to continue to 
host most of the park’s consumptive (active recreation) 
uses. The south end of the Day Use Area would be 
highlighted as the park’s “front door,” a place where 
visitors could stop to orient themselves to the site and 
the region before heading on to other park destinations. 
It would be home to educational facilities including the 
existing Visitor Center, a new outdoor classroom area, a 
new nature-based playground, a regional bike trail hub, 
and a concentration of the site’s group picnic areas. A new, 
multi-use trail is proposed to run along the west side of 
the park access road, crossing to the south bank of Indian 
Creek at the existing bridge, and eventually exiting the 
park through the south entrance and connecting beyond to 
the Burnham Greenway. Along the trail, mowed turf areas 
would be reduced west of the park road, with no-mow 
fescue areas planted close to the trail, and taller natural 
plantings bordering the park’s perimeter at Avenue O. 
Picnic areas would be relocated east of the park road, with 
two new shelters. The first shelter would be sited at the 
small peninsula just south of the boat harbor and served 

by a small existing parking area.  The second shelter would 
be sited at the far south end of the site near the end of 
the existing park road. Future farmers markets and other 
community events are envisioned to be staged in the south 
end of the Day Use Area. Vendor tents for such events 
could either be lined up along the roadway, or along the 
new multi-use path.  This configuration would allow for 
more parking to be accommodated in the new parking 
areas that are proposed to flank the park road.

The north end of the Day Use Area is proposed to function 
as the park’s boating center.  This area would include 
improved boat launch facilities, improved boat trailer 
parking, a shore launch for canoes and kayaks, a new 
bait and boat rental concession, and a picnic shelter and 
restroom building to serve groups using the launch for the 
day. Similar to the south side of the Day Use Area, a new, 
multi-use trail is proposed to run west of the park access 
road. Mowed turf areas would be reduced with no-mow 
fescue areas planted close to the trail, and taller natural 
plantings lining the perimeter of Avenue O. This section of 
trail would end at North Woods, where users could choose 
to continue north along the park road or along a new multi-
use trail that is proposed to run along the shoreline of Pool 
1 on the footprint of an old roadbed. 

The north end of the Day Use Area is also serve proposed 
to serve as the area of the site that hosts cultural features 
and related interpretation. Since many would have to be 
relocated with the proposed demolition of the old entrance 
drive, veterans memorial plaques are restored and reset 
along the new trail, and a “memorial bosque” of trees is 
planted as an homage to the historic living memorial that 
once existed in this location.
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North Woods
The proposed North Woods trail loop is a one-mile walking 
and biking loop that would follow the perimeter of the 
North Woods area. The existing north connection to the 
Burnham Greenway and Wolf Lake Overlook are would be 
accessible from the North Woods trail loop. Wayfinding 
signage and trail-head amenities – using an existing 
parking area and pit toilet building—are proposed for this 
location.

The North Woods is proposed to host self-guided 
interpretation of the site’s ecological features. A nature 
boardwalk would extend into the woods from the east trail, 
offering an opportunity for interpretive signage relaying 
the story of the area’s habitat and recent restoration 
efforts. An observation tower is proposed for the North 
Woods as well. The tower would be sited to allow visitors 
a view of the lake, natural areas, and neighboring industry 
in both Illinois and Indiana. The tower could also serve as 
a regional wayfinding landmark, due to this location’s high 
level of visibility from the well-traveled Chicago Skyway.
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South Woods 
Another natural area, the south woods is disconnected 
from the main park but is easily accessible by local roads 
for walkers and bikers. In the near term, the parking area 
should be improved at this location, walking trails should 
be formalized.  In addition, signage should be updated, and 
the entrance enhanced to make it clear to the public that 
the site is state-owned public land and part of the Wm. W. 
Powers SRA. Long term, the gravel launch at the K Channel 
should be paved and improved for boaters, however in the 
near term available resources should be spent on other 
priority improvements.
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