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The Chicago River and the North Branch

The North Branch is part of 156-mile Chicago 
River system that �ows in tributaries from the 
northwest side and north side of the city through 
downtown and exits the city on the southwest side. 
The combined in-city length of the river’s three 
branches is 23.7 miles. The Chicago River was the 
transportation “infrastructure” that enabled the 
early city’s growth, and is still a working river.
In 1900, to protect the water quality of Lake 
Michigan, the Main Stem and South Branch were 
reversed. At Ashland Avenue, where the Great 
Lakes and Mississippi River watersheds meet, 
the river enters the Chicago Sanitary and Ship 
Canal, connecting them. Starting in the late 1970’s, 
there was growing awareness that the Chicago 
River was a neglected resource in the City with 
signi�cant potential to become a new recreational 
and environmental asset. Throughout the 1990’s 
and early 2000’s advocates worked to protect and 
enhance the river system, which led to the creation 
of the downtown Riverwalk, and other initiatives to 
help return people and wildlife to the river. 
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28 29The Wild Mile Framework Vision The Wild Mile Framework Vision

An area of open water spanning from W. North Ave 
to W. LaMoyne St. and the Wrigley/Mars property at 
its southern edge, bordered by N. Magnolia St. on 
the west and the Cherry Street Bridge on the east. 
This lake-like setting, once speci�cally utilized for 
navigation will be a dramatic, park-like open space, 
focused on environmental art installations and 
performance. There is the opportunity to naturalize 
the edges of the basin and add �oating habitat, 
while leaving a clear, navigable path for boats 
moving along the Chicago River and Wild Mile. 

The North Reach spans from the Cherry 
Street Bridge to W. Division St. Adjacent uses 
include Whole Foods, REI, Waste Management, 
other commercial and industrial uses, and a 
large development site. This reach will have 
corresponding programs related to food, gathering, 
art, education and recreation. This stretch of 
the river, with its shallow waters and mix of hard 
eroded edges and immersive stretches holds the 
opportunity for a variety of habitat installations. 
The blank wall of the Waste Management Transfer 
station is an opportunity for art. 

The South Reach stretches from W. Division St. 
to W. Chicago Ave. Adjacent uses span from retail 
and warehouse, to vacant land and development 
sites, to residential and commercial. The triangular 
portion of land, previously an abutment for 
the Ogden Ave. Bridge, is city-owned, and is an 
opportunity for an overlook, outdoor exhibit area, 
educational center, restrooms,  etc. The South 
Reach is an opportunity to enhance the experience 
of those living and working on the Wild Mile. Spaces 
to work/volunteer, eat, relax, and hang out. 

The North Reach

The Turning Basin

The South Reach

The Wild Mile Reaches

The Framework Plan divides the project into 
three geographical reaches, each with di�erent 
programmatic and ecological roles. The plan is 
further subdivided into character zones, each 

with di�erent programmatic themes based on 
surrounding context and insights gathered through 
public process. 
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Adding Habitat Value to the Edge

Vertical Wall Condition

Sheetpile

Timber

Concrete

Limestone

Vertical walls o�er little habitat value to native 
wildlife. Wooden and concrete walls will be softened 
by installing native plants at the top and bottom.  
Please refer to the habitat matrix (Page 138)  for 
modi�cations appropriate to each type of edge con -
dition. Refer also to the Plant Palette detailed in the 
Appendix for the speci�c native plants recommend-
ed for each habitat type.

 Installations Above the Walls

Plants with trailing growth forms will be installed 
at the top of the walls, where soil is adequate for 
growth. Refer  to habitat matrix in Appendix for 
improvements appropriate to each type of wall 
condition.

Floating Habitat in Front of Walls

Floating rafts planted with climbing vines will be 
attached to the walls at water level, so that vines 
can grow vertically to meet the trailing plants 
from above.  If necessary, supporting mesh will be 
attached to the walls to assist and secure the vines.

Planters Attached to Walls

Geotextile (fabric) pockets attached to walls will 
be planted with a variety of hardy upland plants 
with low water needs. Where feasible, a pumped 
irrigation system may be installed to expand the list 
of plants suitable for vertical walls. In areas where 
�oating rafts are not used, emergent plants can be 
installed in pockets below water level to soften the 
lower meter or so of vertical wall. 

Submerged Habitat for Aquatic Animals

The soft unstable sediments of the river do not 
o�er much structure for animals to use as refuge. 
We will design and attach shelves, cubbies, open 
tubes, or other three-dimensionally-complex 
structures to the walls beneath the water level, to 
provide diverse shelter, rest areas, and sediment-
free spawning areas for �sh and invertebrates. 

Horizontal Logs for Turtles, Frogs, and Birds

 Large logs or other natural materials will be 
secured to the walls at water level to provide stable, 
dry, relatively protected places for turtles to bask, 
frogs to rest, and birds to perch. 

Restoring Emergent and Riparian Zones

Where steep slopes lead to the river’s edge, 
heavy rains can easily erode the soil, washing 
it into the river where it buries vegetation and 
small invertebrates on the bottom.  Too much soil 
suspended in the river can clog the gills of mussels 
and small �sh.  Degraded shorelines will be restored 
to a gentle slope and planted with native vegetation.  

Variable Edge

Naturalized shorelines will be designed to provide 
a variety of edge conditions, varying in depth and 
slope along the Wild Mile.  In some areas, terracing 
above the waterline will support plants with diverse 
water needs. Geotextiles, brush layering, and willow 
fencing may be installed to stabilize the soil.  In 
other areas, underwater vertical structures will be 
installed to retain clean sediment in shallow �ats 
where rooted emergent vegetation suitable for �sh 
spawning can be established.  Along stretches of 
the shoreline where sediment is mobile or unstable, 
articulated concrete mats will be placed on the 
riverbank to minimize erosion of the edge and 
provide nooks and crannies where invertebrates 
and small �sh can forage, hide from predators, and 
shelter during periods of high �ow.

Native Plant Palette

Rooted vegetation is the key to sustainable 
naturalized shorelines. The Plant Palette 
recommended for the Wild Mile includes only 
species native to the Chicago area.  Submerged, 
emergent, riparian, and upland vegetation with high 
wildlife value are presented in Appendix 5.1.  This 
appendix o�ers a complete matrix of plants suitable 
for each habitat type. Each type of plant was 
selected based on its native status and its value to 
wildlife, including insects, frogs, turtles, birds, and 
mammals. An assortment of plants throughout the 
Wild Mile will provide year-round food, nest sites, 
spawning areas, and shelter to animals in the water 
and on land.    

Structures and Fixtures for Human Visitors 

The �rst principal of the Wild Mile is to support 
native wildlife.  In keeping with this goal, structures 
designed for humans, such as tables, chairs, 
benches, ramps, steps, and program platforms, will 
be interspersed with wildlife habitat on the east 
bank of the Wild Mile.  The west bank of the river 
will be designed exclusively for wildlife so that their 
basic needs for food, shelter, reproduction, and 
privacy are met to the extent feasible. 

Sloped Shoreline Condition

Naturalized / Eroded

Rip Rap
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The Wild Mile Framework works with the 
navigational clearance established by the US Army 
Corp of Engineers. This allows for approximately 
20’ on either side of the North Branch Canal 
to be dedicated to Wild Mile improvements. 
The framework establishes clear zones – the 
western edge of the Wild Mile along Goose Island 
is dedicated to wildlife, while the eastern edge, 
adjacent to the Near North Side community is 
dedicated to people- establishing access down to 
river level, the creation of a continuous �oating 
pathway, and the implementation of programmatic 
platforms for people to interact and learn about 
urban habitats.

The distinction between either edge of the Wild 
Mile is important in achieving the guiding principle 
of habitat �rst. For habitats to be established 
and to ultimately thrive, they must be left alone. 
If the vegetation �ourishes and the installations 
are successful in attracting wildlife, that creates 
viewing and learning opportunities for people. On 
the eastern edge of the Wild Mile they can stroll 
along a �oating pathway, stop on a viewing platform 
to observe the fauna, participate in a class to learn 
about the local ecosystem or interact in other ways. 

Establishing Clear Zones

Within the Framework of the Wild Mile, variety and 
diversity are important factors, just as they are 
within the ecosystem. The Framework sets forth a 
range of activities and installations that can take 
place on either edge of the Canal and Turning basin. 
The vision is to create a habitat mosaic. 

The Framework establishes that the western 
edge is dedicated to wildlife, but the variability of 
habitat types is important for creating a dynamic 
environment. Just as humans take shelter in their 
homes, buy food at the store or farmer’s market and 
participate in other activities throughout their day/
year, animals also need a variety of environments to 
attract them to a location and allow them to thrive 
as a species.  

Just as important is creating a variety of 
opportunities for community members, school 
children and young adults, and tourists alike to 
engage and interact with the Wild Mild. The Wild 
Mile Trail that the Plan dedicates on the east side 
of the current North Branch Canal is to be divided 
between a continuous pathway, programmatic 
platforms, and habitat installations. Throughout the 
length of the mile-long trail, each segment will vary 
in its emphasis on areas for programs to occur and 
areas more embedded in �oating vegetation and 
habitat. 

A Range of Activities

Water Floating Habitat Walkable
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Existing Educational Institutions

Existing Access Points

Existing Greenway Routes

Existing Transit Routes

Proposed Access Points

Proposed Community Connections

Proposed Greenway Routes

Proposed North Branch Transitway and Trail 
Route

A Framework for Connectivity

A Framework for Connectivity

A guiding principle of the Wild Mile Framework Plan 
is to expand public access to the Wild Mile. The 
North Branch Canal and Turning Basin are largely 
inaccessible to the public due to their industrial 
past. Through the establishment of regularly 

spaced access points at street ends and mid blocks 
of future developments, and the improvement of 
existing access points, the Framework Plan will 
ensure convenient universal access to varying river 
edge programs and conditions.
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Wild Mile Components

Floating Habitat Rafts

The majority of habitat installations within the 
North Branch Canal will be �oating. BioMatrix 
Water’s wetland rafts or other organic �oating 
habitat raft can be utilized. More bouyant rafts 
can be implemented to support trees and heavier 
habitat installations.

Floating Tree Raft

overlook

ramp

program
(S)

program
(L)

program
(M)

pathway

habitat

A Kit of Parts

Continous Pathway

Modular in composition, the Wild Mile will be 
comprised of series of components. This kit of 
parts allows for incremental implementation as 
well as iteration in layout.

The framework envisions a �oating boardwalk 
comprised of modular dock elements faced with 
wood or composite decking. The pathway should 
be 7’-8’ in width and run the length of the Wild 

Mile. In order to promote a more natural feeling 
environoment, the pathway should meander with 
straight lengths of no greater than 200’. 
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Wild Mile Kit of Components

In areas with less than 6’ in height change from 
street/riverwalk to water-level pourous concrete 
steps can be implemented as an additional means 
of access, as well as, a place to sit and gather.

Access Ramp

Safe and universally accessible access points are 
critical to the successful creation of the Wild Mile. 
Access points should occur at street ends and 
at midblock points in future developments. ADA 

accessible ramps should be implemented at each 
proposed access point. Each point of entry to 
the Wild Mile will require a site survey in order to 
determine design speci�cations including length.

Overlook

As a means to create areas of visual access to the 
Wild Mile, an overlook can be implemented. This 
element can also be utilized to �x a ramp to, for 
future access down to river level. 

Gathering Steps
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Slope Stabilization 
with Terraced Geogrid 

and Plantings or 
Articulated Concrete 

Mattress

Biomatrix Floating 
Habitat

Existing Trees with 
Selective Clearing

(577)

(587)

20’ ACOE Easement
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20’ ACOE Easement

(581)

(577)

(590)

Existing Concrete 
Path

Existing Concrete 
Steps

Precast Porous Concrete 
Stairs, mounted to wall

Medium Connect-A- 
Dock Module

Biomatrix Floating 
Habitat
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Biomatrix Floating 
Habitat

Whole Foods

(2) Medium Connect A 
Dock Modules

Cantilever Overlook

New Concrete Path

New Concrete Stairs

(E) Concrete Path

New Terraced Wood 
Benches 

20’ ACOE Easement 20’ 

583

(577)

(585)
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