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HORIZONS 

Each year Rockford Public Schools has an “Academy Expo” to assist high school 

freshmen in making their Academy/Pathway selection for their high school journey, 

by exposing them to a variety of careers, and forging a relevant link between the 

school curriculum and potential future careers. There were four Academy’s the stu-

dent’s were exposed to: the Service Academy - education, public safety, culinary 

and hospitality management; the Production Academy - engineering, manufacturing, 

skilled trades and transportation; the Health Academy - pre-med, nursing, lab sci-

ence, mental wellness and personal training; and the Business Academy - market-

ing, business, studio arts, graphic design and information technology. There were 

about 25 industry professionals in each Academy, and the students had a chance to 

walk around and decide which three of them they would like to learn more infor-

mation about. 

 

The District, and our partners with IDOA and Pheasants Forever, had a booth in the 

Service Industry, where we talked about careers in soil science and natural re-

sources. We discussed the work we do with land use planning and soil science; and 

information and tools we use in the management of natural areas. In our booth stu-

dents also had a chance to discuss soil cores and soil texturing samples. We also 

had a floodplain model that showed different scenarios of how land development 

has downstream impacts. We had about 200 people stop by from the various 

schools. It was a wonderful event, and a good way to get young people thinking 

about potential careers in Soil & Water Conservation.  
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Horizons Editor 

Melisa Long 

Soil & Water Conservation Districts (SWCD), estab-

lished in 1937 under the Illinois Soil and Water Conser-

vation District Act, are local units of government. The 

Act gives SWCD'S the responsibility to provide tech-

nical information to individuals and groups on methods 

of soil and water conservation and to provide natural 

resource inventory information on properties slated for 

zoning changes. The Winnebago County Soil and Wa-

ter Conservation was formed in 1940 and is a locally 

operated unit of government functioning under Illinois 

Law. Our purpose is to promote the protection, mainte-

nance, improvement and wise use of the soil, water and 

related resources within the District. 
 

Who develops the policies of the 

 Winnebago County SWCD? 

The Winnebago County Soil and Water Conservation 

District is a public body made up of citizens concerned 

with the protection of our natural resources. It is gov-

erned by a five-member board of directors elected by 

District landowners and residents. This Board of Direc-

tors, along with the United States Department of Agri-

culture's Natural Resources Conservation Service 

(NRCS) develop annual and long range plans that di-

rect the activities of the District and NRCS. 
 

Who funds the SWCD? 
 

Districts have no taxing authority. Funding is provided 

by the Illinois Department of Agriculture (IDOA). Dis-

tricts offer several programs and services which supple-

ment IDOA funding. The additional funding is utilized for 

operation expenses and education programs.   

 

 

Tree brochures will be available in December. If 

you already receive “Horizons” in the mail or an 

email, a brochure will be sent to you. To be add-

ed to the mailing list call (815) 965-2392, Ext, 3. 

 

Place orders early! Supplies are limited.  
 

All orders will be picked up in April. 
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https://www.epa.gov/wotus


HORIZON SPONSORS - 2023 
The following businesses are sponsoring your Soil and Water Conservation District. 

 

2388 N. Conger Road 
Pecatonica, IL 61063 
Phone: 815-239-9096 
www.niteequip.com 

New & Used Tractors - Trucks - 300 Trailers 

NITE EQUIPMENT INC. 

TO BECOME A  
“HORIZONS” SPONSOR  

CONTACT THE DISTRICT OFFICE 
(815) 965-2392, EXT. 3 
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It’s a warm and sunny August afternoon in Northern Illinois. I stand in a fresh cut burn break, overlooking a 

prairie area that has seen better days. The trees and shrubs have crept in, and the diverse plant life has 

turned to mostly cool season grass and Goldenrod. The pollinators are few and far between and the wildlife 

use has notably declined. In the middle of the field sits a small, deeply rooted cluster of native wildflowers 

and warm season grasses. These deep root systems provide excellent tolerance to grazing and fire but are 

no match for the eventual take over by exotic plants. This field represents many native prairies across Illinois 

and the rest of the United States, a lack of diversity and a quick take over by undesirable plants, like those 

pesky invasive species and fast-growing trees. Now, this place needs a lot of work and certainly won’t 

change overnight, but I know where I’ll start, and that’s with fire.  

 

A month ago, I was digging through my 

imaginary habitat management toolbox, 

looking for the best approach to get this 

“prairie” back into looking like a prairie 

again. As daunting as the task may 

seem, I plan to turn this field back into a 

beautiful and diverse prairie, full of color 

and life like it once had 12 years ago. 

My toolbox presents numerous options, 

yet arguably the most impactful and cost

-effective tool in my arsenal is pre-

scribed fire. No, not the unpredictable 

and scary fire that is racing with the wind 

towards an un-mowed edge. Instead, I 

will utilize a slow backing fire working against the wind and slowly consuming years of built-up thatch. I will 

take the time to develop a plan and make sure I have everything I need to make this a safe and effective 

burn. My plan calls for a growing season burn that will set back woody encroachment, remove the thatch lay-

er, and promote more wildflowers. One prescribed fire will not flip this prairie on its own, but it is the first step 

in my restoration efforts.  

 

I will start on the downwind side of a West wind, selecting this wind direction to prevent smoke coverage 

over roads and nearby residences. I have already obtained my IEPA Open Burn Permit and developed an 

ignition narrative to follow the day of the burn. My crew and equipment are lined up and the burn breaks are 

mowed low and wide. At this point, I have checked the weather forecast a dozen times over the past few 

days, waiting for the day that fits in my acceptable conditions window. A sunny day with a West wind greets 

me at the end of the work week, it’s time to burn! At 9:00AM my crew assembles on the East line ready to 

set fire to the ground. After an hour the burn is complete, leaving nothing but a field of black with brown stem 

scattered throughout. The burn was a success, and we gather to discuss how it all came to be. Today, with 

the use of prescribed fire, we took one step closer to returning this prairie back to its original beauty.  

Burning for a Better Tomorrow 
How I Utilize Prescribed Fire in my Habitat Management 

By: Jared Trickey 

(Burning for a Better Tomorrow continued on page 8) 

PAGE 14                                                                                                                    FALL 2023 



Prescribed fire can be utilized many ways depend-

ing on what you are trying to accomplish. The grow-

ing season burn will girdle the trees and shrubs, al-

lowing for easier treatment of the resprouts with an 

herbicide in the summer of next year. The now bare 

ground will allow for good seed to soil contact when 

I go to inter-seed a native mix over the winter. Any 

native seeds that have been sitting and waiting will 

now have their chance to germinate in the spring. 

The fire intensity was low and left many stems be-

hind that will still provide some cover for wildlife 

over the winter. Burning the prairie is not a one and 

done situation, in fact I plan to break the area into 

three units and put them on a burn rotation of once 

every three to four years. I might vary the timing 

and intensity of each burn depending on the vegeta-

tive response and how it correlates with my management goals. Regardless, I am excited for a change, espe-

cially one that will yield more colorful blooms. Roughly three years from now I will plan a fall dormant burn 

over part of the prairie to stimulate wildflower growth or maybe a late spring burn to promote more warm sea-

son grass. Adjusting the timing and intensity can yield different results, you can build this into your habitat 

management plan depending on what you are trying to accomplish. I will note that fire should not be looked at 

as a silver bullet, but a tool in our habitat management toolbox. There will be times where fire is not the best 

option or perhaps not an option at all, and that’s okay. When it is available, it’s a fantastic tool to have. This 

year it’s the prairie and next year a 9-acre Oak/Hickory woodlot, and yes, burns are great for most woodland 

areas too. My burn took an hour and covered 5 acres, yet only cost a few hours of time by everyone involved 

and a little bit in fuel. I will take that every chance I get!  

(Burning for a Better Tomorrow continued from page 7)  
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Hunter Cejka is the Conservation Planner for the IDOA in Winne-

bago County. Hunter recently graduated from the University of Ala-

bama in Tuscaloosa with a bachelor’s degree in history with a minor in 

political science. While attending the University of Alabama, Hunter co-

founded a reforestation company called Reboot Reforestation dedicated to planting trees as quickly and 

efficiently as possible through sustainable drone technology. He moved back to the Winnebago area to be 

closer to family and friends, and to continue his career in conservation. His heart has always been in the 

Midwest. Apart from conservation and history, Hunter is an avid guitar player, a barefoot water-skier, and 

an overall handyman. Hunter loves to work on cars and get his hands dirty doing mechanical work. Hunter 

is very excited to be able to continue his career in conservation with the IDOA and beyond. Hunter can be 

reached at (815) 965-2392, Ext. 3843 or hunter.cejka@il.nacdnet.net. 

SCHOLARSHIPS AVAILABLE 

There are two scholarship opportunities available to residents of Winnebago County pursuing a degree in 

the soil and/or water conservation, or a related natural resource field.   
 

The Winnebago County SWCD has a scholarship available in the amount of $1,000 for any resident in the 

County pursing a degree in an agricultural or natural resource field.   
 

The Soil and Water Conservation Districts of Northeast Illinois also have a scholarship opportunity, the Soil 

and Water Stewardship Scholarship. This scholarship is available to residents of Winnebago County and 

Counties to the east, including Boone and DeKalb County’s. This scholarship is also in the amount of $1,000 

for someone pursuing a degree in the natural resource field. 
 

The deadline for both of these scholarships is February 15th. For more information regarding either of these 

scholarships, e-mail danthonyswcd@comcast.net. The scholarship applications are also available on our 

website www.winnebagoswcd.org. 

Drake Propson is the Farm Bill Biologist for Pheasants Forever in Winneba-

go, Dekalb, Boone, Lee, Ogle and Stephenson County. He grew up in Hilbert, WI, 

with a younger brother and sister. Drake graduated in May of 2023 with a Master 

of Professional Science degree in Wildlife Conservation and Management from 

Unity College in New Gloucester, Maine. He also has a B.S. in entomology and 

environmental studies from the University of Wisconsin - Madison where he grad-

uated in May of 2020. Before this job he worked at Walt Disney World as a plant science associate working 

within the Living with the Land attraction at Epcot showcasing foods from around the world and innovative 

growing techniques for guests of all ages. He has always enjoyed learning about our natural world and 

cannot wait to see what he can learn from working with Pheasants Forever. Drake can be reached at (815) 

965-2392, Ext. 3842 or dpropson@pheasantsforever.org. 

mailto:hunter.cejka@il.nacdnet.net
mailto:danthonyswcd@comcast.net
http://www.winnebagoswcd.org
mailto:dpropson@pheasantsforever.org
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District helps with the  

Local Land Use Contest 
On September 21st the Pecatonica High School hosted the Section 1 Land Use CDE at the Torstenson 

Youth Learning Center. Dennis Anthony, with the help of Hunter Cejka our IDOA Conservation Planner, offi-

ciated the contest. Jared Trickey, with Pheasants Forever, also helped the day of the contest. After a little 

morning drizzle, it ended up being a nice and sunny day that I think the students enjoyed!  

 

Fifty-five students from eight schools competed and evaluated four soil pits in the Pecatonica floodplain, old 

glacial outwash stream terrace of the river, and an upland hillside on the property. Three of the soil pits were 

judged using the Agricultural scorecard, which helps identify conservation practices and nutrient applications 

that would be needed for the site based on the slope, drainage, soil composition and other criteria of the site; 

and one pit was used using the Home Site scorecard, which evaluated the building potential of the site and 

the on-site sewage disposal suitability, based on the same criteria. The winning team was from Scales 

Mound, 2nd was Eastland, 3rd was Lena Winslow, and Pecatonica was 4th. 

NOTICE OF ACCEPTANCE  

OF NOMINATIONS 

To all persons of legal voting age who own or reside on land located within the boundaries of the Winnebago 

County Soil & Water Conservation District; beginning on Friday, December 2, 2023 nominations will be ac-

cepted for a two-year term of the office of Director of the Winnebago County Soil and Water Conservation 

District at the District's Office at 4833 Owen Center Rd., Rockford, IL, during our normal business hours of 

8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Please call the office for details at (815) 965-2392, Ext. 3. To be considered for nomi-

nation as a candidate for the office of Director, nominees must provide proof of residency or ownership of 

land located within the boundaries of the District. Interested persons must respond by 4:30 p.m. on Wednes-

day, January 11, 2024. 



Winnebago County SWCD 
4833 Owen Center Rd. 
Rockford, IL  61101-6007 

Office Hours 
Monday - Friday 
8:00 a.m. - 4:30 p.m. 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

Larry McPheron - Chairman 

Paul Beuth - Vice - Chairman 

Jim Morrison - Secretary/Treasurer 

Mike Leick 

Justin Krohn  
 

 

ASSOCIATE DIRECTORS 

Judy Barnard 

George David Mullen 

Dwayne Proctor 

Harlan Tipton 
 

Monthly board meetings are held the last Tuesday of 
the month at the Soil &  Water Conservation District 
Office. Call the office for meeting times and dates.  

Meetings are open to the public and interested 
citizens are encouraged to attend. 

Additional details on the SWCD District can be found 
on our website www.winnebagoswcd.org. 

 

SWCD STAFF 
 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR - Dennis Anthony 
danthonyswcd@comcast.net 

 
ADMINISTRATIVE COORDINATOR  - Melisa Long 

mlongswcd@comcast.net 
 

RESOURCE CONSERVATIONIST  - Katie Peterson 
kwalshswcd@comcast.net 

 

 

NRCS STAFF 
 

DISTRICT CONSERVATIONIST- Josh Franks 
josh.franks@usda.gov 

 
SOIL CONSERVATIONIST - Colton Asche 

colton.asche@usda.gov 

 

PHEASANTS FOREVER STAFF 
 

FARM BILL BIOLOGIST- Drake Propson 
dpropson@pheasantsforever.org 

All Winnebago County Soil and Water Conservation Districts and Natural Resource Conservation Service programs and services are offered on a nondiscriminatory basis 
without regard to race, color, national origin, religion, sex, age, martial status or handicap. The Winnebago County SWCD operates in accordance with the USDA policy. Any 
person who believes he or she has been discriminated against should write to the Secretary of Agriculture, Washington D.C. 20250. 

Please follow this page to stay up to date 
with your District news. 

 

Follow in Facebook: 
winnebagoswcdil 

(previous Facebook has been deactivated) 

 
 

 

Follow us  

  www.winnebagoswcd.org 

http://www.winnebagoswcd.org
mailto:danthonyswcd@comcast.net
mailto:melisalong@comcast.net
mailto:melisalong@comcast.net
https://www.facebook.com/winnebagoswcdil/

