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Money will allow construction on river research center 

By Cynthia M. Ellis

GODFREY - Money that will allow construction of a research center that will study local rivers' effects on wildlife and waterway commerce is en route to Lewis and Clark Community College. 

Gov. Rod Blagojevich appeared at the school Monday to confirm that $6.8 million in state funding will be released for the National Great Rivers Research and Education Center, a project that features a partnership among LCCC and other state and federal agencies and educational bodies. 

The funding will be used to construct the center adjacent to the National Great Rivers Museum at Melvin Price Locks and Dam 26. The field station will allow for the research, teaching and public education of river ecology. 

The state grant is in addition to $3.5 million in federal funding secured by U.S. Rep. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville, in 2002. The federal monies were used for site planning and educational outreach programs. 

The program is considered one of the first of its kind in the country. 

"The field station will be to river research what the world-renowned Scripps and Woods Hole Oceanographic Institutes are to ocean research," Blagojevich said. 

He made the announcement in front of nearly 200 people at the college's Advanced Technology Center. Standing alongside were Costello, LCCC President Dale Chapman, state Rep. Dan Beiser, D-Alton, state Sen. William Haine, D-Alton, and state Rep. Jay Hoffman, D-Collinsville. 

Costello said understanding the elements required to sustain a healthy river system is critical for both environmental and economic health. An updated lock and dam network is important for commodity transport down the rivers to the Gulf of Mexico and on to world markets, he said. 

"I will continue to do everything I can on the federal level to help," he said. 

Chapman introduced more than a dozen academic, military and public officials connected to the project. 

The center is the product of an educational partnership involving LCCC; the University of Illinois College of Agricultural, Consumer and Environmental Sciences; Illinois Department of Natural Resources Natural History Survey; and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The center is also affiliated with the Nature Conservancy, Illinois Rivers 20-20, Illinois Natural History Survey of Alton, the Great Rivers Land Trust and the Center for American Archeology. 

He said the center will include numerous environmentally friendly, energy-efficient design elements, including bamboo floors and a grass-covered roof. LCCC will seek a "Gold Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design" certification, recognizing projects that incorporate green design principles. 

"This new research center will be built at the gold level," Chapman said. 

LCCC and district communities are expected to benefit directly from the educational and economic impact the field station will bring to the area. District residents will benefit from the permanent education center attracting scientists and students from throughout the world. 

"This is an exciting thing," Blagojevich said. "Three great rivers actually meet here. (The center) is very important to this part of the state and the country." 

The rivers are the Illinois, Mississippi and Missouri. 

"These rivers are part of a large complex system that supports tremendous biodiversity and agricultural productivity," Haine said. "The research performed at the center will help maintain the viability of the river systems and watershed." 

Beiser said the center would provide invaluable research that will have applications throughout the world. 

Dr. Gary Rolfe, director of the center, said history has shown the rivers' importance. 

"Large rivers are subject to impacts from development and crop production," Rolfe said. "These changes, in turn, can affect migrating waterfowl, habitat, shore and water birds, fish, riparian forests, swamps and marshes, fresh water and water recreation activities." 

He said because of their importance, rigorous research and education programs must be strengthened and developed to enhance and protect the rivers. 

Chapman said the project is already having an impact on the area. He said the center, which is housed in the McPike Math and Science Center at LCCC, has already played host to or co-sponsored five symposia on rivers, the most recent being the Cache River Conference in Southern Illinois. 

"The meetings have earned an international reputation," Chapman said. "The research conducted by the organization's interns has also resulted in national exposure for the work that is being done." 

Construction on the new field station is planned to start in the spring of 2007 and open in the spring of 2008. 

