
The Byway 

             			        he Illinois River Road 

			         National Scenic Byway 

	                                   connects more than 100 

	                         nature-based destinations in 

		            the Illinois River Valley, beginning 

	          	           in the community of Ottawa 

	    	           and ending 140 miles south in 

		            Havana. As it 

follows the Illinois River, the Byway 

winds among bottomland forests, 

floodplain wetlands, backwater lakes, 

savanna, and tallgrass prairie. The 

river and its wildlife-rich habitats 

draw nature enthusiasts, adventurers, 

sportsmen, and myriad other visitors. 

Each community and site along the 

Byway is unique, with its own stories 

to tell, but each is also part of a larger, 

regional story. The Byway interconnects 

these attractions, so that visitors 

experience a whole that is greater than the sum of its 

parts. By creating a clear, cohesive, regional identity, the 

Byway encourages visitors to broaden and deepen their 

explorations of sites within the Byway corridor. 

This regional identity and marketing potential depends 

upon effective interpretative media to illuminate and 

interconnect the Byway’s outstanding natural and 

cultural sites.  

Connecting People and Place 

            he mission of the Illinois River Road National 

            Scenic Byway is to:

•   provide a living museum without walls that will 

enhance visitors’ experiences of the nature, history, 

archaeology, and other intrinsic qualities of the Byway,

•   provide and maintain recreational and educational 

experiences for visitors and residents, and 

•   sustain local communities’ economies and quality 

of life.

Purpose of the Natural 
Resources Interpretive Plan

            he Natural Resources 

            Interpretive Plan (NRIP) 

            implements the Corridor 

Management Plan for the Illinois 

River Road National Scenic Byway. 

It also serves as a blueprint for 

enhancing the Byway experience 

with interpretive displays and kiosks, 

directional and wayfinding signage, 

website, comprehensive map, audio 

tour, and other such interpretive 

media. The plan explores the 

opportunities and challenges 

involved in providing a meaningful interpretive 

experience to Byway visitors. It also establishes the 

Byway’s interpretation infrastructure and will serve 

as the organizational underpinning of all future 

interpretation plans.
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Each community and site along 
the Byway is unique, with its own 
stories to tell, but each is also part of 
a larger, regional story. The Byway 
interconnects these attractions, so 
that visitors experience a whole that 
is greater than the sum of its parts. 

Interpretive Opportunities 
and Challenges

•   With a network of roads 

providing breathtaking views 

of the Illinois River, the Byway 

showcases this great river, 

which is unique in its own right 

and iconic as the connector of 

this nation’s defining interior 

waterways—the Great Lakes and 

the Mississippi River.

•   The Byway corridor region offers striking contrasts 

that create outstanding interpretive opportunities. 

The river itself, a ribbon of lushness and diversity, 

sharply stands out from the vast ocean of agricultural 

crops that surrounds it. Furthermore, the striking 

juxtaposition of intensive industry and astonishing 

biodiversity provides rich fodder for interpretation.

•   An interpretive challenge for the Illinois River Byway 

is that many of the Byway’s stunning natural areas are 

separated from one another by development that can 

distract the visitor from the overall Byway experience 

and interrupt the interpretive story that unites the 

region. Creative interpretive options can help bridge 

the gaps between attractions and provide a unified 

Byway experience. 

Identifying Priority Sites
 

             uring the planning phase, the IRR Byway   

             Interpretive Committee identified eighteen 

             priority sites that should be the first to receive 

interpretive improvements in the form of interpretive 

panels. These sites include the seven gateway 

communities and eleven waypoint sites along the Byway 

route. The NRIP identifies sub-themes and storylines for 

each interpretive site.

Future of the Byway
 

           uture Byway interpretation will continue to 

           deepen the visitor’s awareness of and exposure

           to the nature, history, archaeology, culture, 

recreation, and scenery of the Byway region. Once 

on-site interpretive signage has been established at 

priority sites, Byway planners can branch out into 

other means of developing an engaging, attractive 

“museum without walls” These additional interpretive 

media include a robust website that offers such tools as 

interactive maps and downloadable guides, as well as an 

interface with a highly interactive blog site that allows 

Byway managers and visitors alike to feed and post real-

time information to the blogsite. Such interactive social 

media expands interpretation from a one-way dictation 

into a two-way conversation with the traveler. This 

dynamic form of information-sharing will illuminate the 

ever-changing nature of the Byway region, encouraging 

visitors to return repeatedly to the Byway. 

The NRIP recommends that Byway planners develop 

audio guides, podcasts, and pod-trails that tap into 

specific visitor interests. These web-based technologies 

will reach out to younger visitors, who utilize such 

technology in their day-to-day lives. Furthermore, the 

NRIP recommends expanding the Byway corridor to 

connect with the iconic landscapes Lake Michigan and 

the Mississippi River—embracing the larger story of 

how the Illinois River connects the Great Lakes with 

America’s Great River. 

To view the full Illinois River Road National Scenic 

Byway Natural Resources Interpretive Plan visit

www.illinoisriverroad.org.

The Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway Natural Resources Interpretive Plan was produced by Fermata, Inc. of Austin, TX for the 
Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway Committee.
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Interpretive Objectives 
 

1. Welcome visitors and orient them to the 

Byway and its attractions and services.

2. Help Byway visitors gain a deeper 

understanding of and appreciation for 

the cultural and natural history of the 

Illinois River corridor.

3. Motivate travelers to explore the 

Illinois River Road National Scenic 

Byway in its entirety by providing 

graphically unified, thematic interpretive 

messages; consistent symbolic 

wayfinding and directional signage; 

printed maps and itineraries; and a 

website with a clickable image map and 

route planning capabilities.

Interpretive Framework 

             verarching theme: Shaped by 

             ongoing and often dramatic 

             changes, the productive and 

beautiful Illinois River Valley sustains 

richly varied natural and human 

communities.

Sub-themes: 

1. People depend upon the region’s natural bounty for 

their livelihood, for beauty, and for recreation.

2. The Illinois River Valley as it looks today is the 

result of continual and often dramatic natural changes 

to the landscape.

3. The natural communities of plants and wildlife that 

inhabit this evolving landscape are varied, complex, 

and—with careful stewardship—immensely productive.

4. The Illinois River Valley’s natural wealth has attracted 

people for thousands of years.

Interpretive Approach  

               ffective interpretation starts not 

               with the big picture, but with a 

               vivid story rooted in a particular 

    place, telling that story in a way that 

    illuminates the broad concepts and 

    ideals. Good interpretation connects 

    visitors to a particular place by 

    engaging their minds, hearts, and senses.

Though one could tell countless 

stories along the Byway, an effective 

interpretive approach is to focus on the 

particular stories that most effectively 

reveal the Byway’s intrinsic values and 

overarching theme. The NRIP identifies 

many of those compelling stories, as well 

as the sites that illuminate these stories 

most readily.

 Gateway and Portal    
 Communities  

               he Illinois River Road National 

               Scenic Byway covers extensive 

               ground and includes more than

    one hundred sites—more than most 

    visitors can take in during any single 

    visit. The Byway’s interpretative 

media encourage visitors to organize their explorations 

around the route’s seven “gateway communities”—

Ottawa, Princeton, Peoria, East Peoria, Pekin, Canton, 

and Havana. These communities offer a range of visitor 

services (lodging, food, shopping, etc.) and serve as 

hubs from which visitors can explore nearby attractions.

Along the Byway, “portal communities” have also 

been identified as significant places for visitors to 

explore, including Banner, Chillicothe, Hennepin, Henry, 

Lacon, Manito, Oglesby, Peoria Heights, Spring Valley, 

and Utica. Byway gateway and portal communities 

assist the Byway organization with its grant matching 

requirements and aid in the sustainability of the 

organization.

Effective interpretation starts not with the big picture, but with a 
vivid story rooted in a particular place, telling that story in a way that 
illuminates the broad concepts and ideals. Good interpretation connects 
visitors to a particular place by engaging their minds, hearts, and senses.
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