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Endangered Species of Illinois 

Eco-Meet Study Guide 

Helpful Hints: 

This study guide will focus on endangered species of Illinois. The Eco-Meet test may consist of 
multiple choice, true/false, fill in the blank, matching, label a diagram, short answer, or 
identification using pictures. Anything in this study guide has the potential to be on the test. 
Pay close attention to words in bold, diagrams, and charts – it’s easy to pull questions from that 
information.   

What is an Endangered Species? 

A basic definition for an endangered species might read as simply as, “a species in danger of 
becoming extinct in the near future.” It seems straight forward enough, but determining which 
species that includes is much more complicated. We will look at three 
separate entities and how they use their scale in determining a 
species’ conservation status.   

#1 - The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

       Founded in 1964, the IUCN is the world's main 
authority on the conservation status of species. It collects 
and studies a great deal of data to determine the status of 
thousands of species across the world, and publishes lists 
based on its findings. The IUCN Red List is a world-wide 
list of threatened species. Threatened species are those that have been labeled 
critically endangered, endangered, or vulnerable.  

  The IUCN considers each species’ current population size, recent declines in that population, 
and the size of the territory they now occupy to rate that species’ likelihood of becoming 
extinct in the wild in the near future (usually 10-20 years). 

This is the conservation status scale that the IUCN uses:  

 

   

The conservation 

status of a species 

indicates the 

likelihood of that 

species continuing to 

survive in the future. 



2 
 

IUCN Conservation Status Categories

 

#2 - The United States Endangered Species Act (ESA)  

       In 1973, President Richard Nixon enacted the Endangered Species Act. It was 
designed to protect critically endangered species from extinction. Under the ESA, 
species can be placed in one of four conservation status 
categories.  

     The US Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS) and the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) determine the status of candidate species 
by considering how much that species is in danger of extinction. To become 
listed, a species must first be recommended as a candidate. Candidates 
must be published, studied, and thoroughly considered before being 
labeled threatened or endangered.  Sadly, this process takes a long time 
and some species have gone extinct while waiting on the candidate list. 
Currently, the ESA lists 1226 U.S. species as endangered and 367 U.S. 
species as threatened. We usually refer to a species with one of these 
designations as “federally endangered” or “federally threatened.”        

 

• There is no doubt that the last individual of this species has died. 

EX - Extinct

• The only living individuals of this species are living in captivity. 

EW - Extinct in the Wild

• This species is at extremly high risk of extinction in the wild.

CE - Critically Endangered

• This species is at a very high risk of extinction in the wild.

EN - Endangered

• This species has a high risk of extinction in the wild. 

VU - Vulnerable

• This species is not threatened yet, but is likely to become threatened in the near 
future. 

NT - Near Threatened

• This species is not threatened and is widespread and abundant. 

LC - Least Concern
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Notice how the 

words “endangered” 

and “threatened” 

have quite different 

meanings to the 

ESA vs. the IUCN.   
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This is the conservation status scale that the ESA uses:  

 

 

US Endangered Species Act Categories 

 

 Species that do not qualify as extinct, endangered, or threatened, do not receive a 
label. 

#3 - Illinois Endangered Species Protection Board (ESPB)  

       In 1972, a year before the federal Endangered Species Act was passed, the 
state of Illinois passed its own Endangered Species Protection Act. This resulted in 
the creation of the Illinois Endangered Species Protection Board. The scientists on 
this board determine which species should be listed on the Illinois List as 
threatened or endangered within the state.  

The Board may only list species that live in or use Illinois, and must base their listings on 
scientific evidence. Federally endangered and threatened species are automatically placed on 
the Illinois List. The Illinois list is updated at least every five years. In 2015, it included 480 
species. We usually refer to these species as “Illinois state endangered” or “state threatened.” 

       Not every species on the Illinois state endangered list is in danger of full-out extinction.  
Species can also make the list by being in danger of extirpation. Extirpation means “local 
extinction” and occurs when a species no longer exists in one area (such as in Illinois) but still 
survives elsewhere.  

 

• The last individual of this species has died. 

EX - Extinct

• A species that is in danger of becoming extinct throughout its range. 

E - Endangered 

• A species that is in danger of becoming endangered throughout its range.

T - Threatened

• A species that recovered after being on the endangered or threatened lists. 

Delisted
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This is the conservation status scale that the Illinois ESPB uses:  

 

       

Illinois ESPB Categories 

 

 Species that do not qualify as endangered or threatened do not receive a label. 

What Causes Endangered Species?  

     Extinctions have occurred since the beginning of life on earth. Scientists estimate the 
historically “normal” rate of extinction is 10-25 species per year. The rapid loss of species we 
are seeing today is estimated by experts to be between 1,000 and 10,000 times higher than the 
natural extinction rate. This has led many scientists to identify current conditions as a mass 
extinction event. It is believed that the Earth has experienced only 5 previous mass extinction 
events, including the dying off of the dinosaurs some 65 million years ago.  

     So what drives a species from being plentiful to being endangered? Many factors can drive a 
specific species’ toward endangerment, but a few factors have been identified as being the 
main causes of modern extinctions. In this study guide, we will explore:    

1) Habitat Destruction 
2) Invasive Species 
3) Over hunting 

#1 – Habitat Destruction 

     By far the most serious problem for modern species, habitat destruction drives the decline 
and extinction of many species. Habitat destruction is the process in which natural habitat is 
rendered unable to support the species present. Species living in the habitat are displaced or 
destroyed, reducing biodiversity. Habitat destruction can take many forms.  

• A species that is in danger of extinction or extirpation in the wild in Illinois.

E - Endangered 

• A species that is likely to become endangered in the wild in Illinois.

T - Threatened
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 Deforestation: clearing or removal of a forest or stand of trees where the land is used for 
other purposes (Examples include: farming/agriculture, growth of cities, new homes). 
The fragmentations of habitats into tiny pieces all play a role.  

 Draining wetlands or other water ways also adds to habitat destruction.  
 Even changes in the climate, caused by greenhouse gas emissions, are a form of habitat 

destruction when it forces a species to abandon its once-suitable habitat due to rising 
temperatures and changing conditions. 

 Sometimes the disappearance of one species can create habitat loss for other species. 
We see an example of this with milkweed plants and monarch butterflies. As milkweed 
plants have become increasingly uncommon, monarch butterflies (which are dependent 
upon milkweed as caterpillars) are also in decline.  

#2 – Invasive Species 

     An invasive species is any species (plant or animal) that begins to 
spread rapidly in a place where it did not naturally evolve. These 
species are sometimes transported to new locations on purpose 
(such as the Asian carp, which was imported from China to U.S. fish 
farms but later escaped), or by accident (such as the Emerald Ash 
Borer, which arrived to the United States hidden in the wood on 
ships.) Once here, these species outcompete and eventually 
outnumber similar native plants and animals. The invasive species 
aggressively claim resources such as food, water, and habitat, 
leaving few resources for the native species. Unprepared and un-
adapted to these foreign competitors, the native species start to 
disappear.  

       With our modern technology for transportation & trade, more and more species are being 
moved around the globe. Thus, even species that are native here in Illinois can be terrible 
invasives elsewhere. The red-eared slider (turtle) and the American bullfrog are two examples 
of Illinois natives that are causing serious problems in other locations.  

#3 – Over Hunting 

     Species that are hunted illegally is known as poaching. Animals that are poached have 
something of value: horn (rhinoceroses), ivory (elephants), blubber/oil (blue whale), meat/eggs 
(sea turtles), to name a few.   

For example, unrestricted whale hunting during the 20th century brought many species 
of whales to extremely low population sizes. A number of nations (including the United States) 
agreed to enforce rules on hunting. Since then, some whale species, such as the grey whale, 
have made remarkable comebacks, while others remain threatened or endangered. 
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Managing Endangered Species 

    What protection an endangered species receives depends on the entity that declared it 
endangered. (See the “3 Definitions” section on page 1).  

The IUCN Red List:  

 This list has no legal power. Rather, the IUCN hopes that governments of the 
world will choose to use the information to make laws in their country that 
protect threatened species.  

The U.S. Endangered Species Act:  

 It is illegal to kill, harm, keep, harass, trade, or sell endangered animal species or 
any of their parts (like their fur).  

 It is illegal to damage an endangered animal species’ habitat, or to alter their 
behavior.  

 If the species’ recovery hinges on essential habitat, that habitat will be declared 
critical habitat. Critical habitats may receive special care and management, and 
are protected from development by federal agencies.   

 Biologists design a recovery plan for each species. The recovery plan describes 
what must be done to restore the species’ population.    

The Illinois Endangered Species Protection Board:  

 It is illegal to possess, take, transport, or sell any endangered plant or animal 
species or their parts or products (like their seeds).  

 Any Illinois species that is federally endangered will also be listed as state 
endangered and all federal laws protecting that species will apply.  

Special permissions to possess endangered species can be obtained at both the federal and 
state level, usually for scientific research or education.  
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Why should we conserve species?  

       You might ask, why do we bother to save these species? Some endangered species, like the 
green sea turtle, are easy to sympathize with. Other endangered species, like the fountain 
thistle plant, might be harder to see the importance of saving. However, there are many good 
reasons to work toward the rescue of all endangered species. Here are just a few reasons:  

Benefits of Natural Diversity  
In nature, the stability and health of an ecosystem is closely tied to its biodiversity. 
Biodiversity refers to the number of different species present. The more diverse a 
community of plants and animals is, the better it is able to adapt and adjust to changes. 
In nature, the loss of one species could have an effect on other species. The loss of a 
keystone species in particular has serious impacts. Keystone species are species that are 
vital to so many other species that they are said to hold the ecosystem together.  

The sea otter is an example of a keystone species in the Pacific Northwest. These 
mammals feed on sea urchins, controlling their population. If the otters didn't eat the 
urchins, the urchins would eat up the habitat's kelp. Some species of crabs, snails, and 
geese depend on kelp for food. Many types of fish use the kelp to hide from predators. 
Without sea otters to control the urchin population, the entire ecosystem would 
collapse. 

Contributions to Medicine 
Every species on earth has a unique pool of genes, but the vast majority of these gene 
pools have not been examined by scientists yet. By studying the genes and chemical 
makeup of a species, scientists are sometimes able to discover things that can help 
humans. More than ¼ of all prescriptions written in the U.S. contain chemicals 
discovered in plants and animals. If a species goes extinct before we have time to study 
it, the cures it could have created will be lost as well.  

Ecosystem Services 
Ecosystem services are all the helpful things that nature accomplishes on its own; air 
and water purification by plants, decomposition of wastes by microbes, and the creation 
of fertile soil by earth worms. Ecosystem services are thought to save humans trillions of 
dollars each year. Oftentimes we do not realize what an important service nature was 
providing. Any species that becomes extinct could take an ecosystem service with it.  

Intangible Values 
Many people would agree that a creature is more valuable than just its medicinal or 
monetary value to humans. An extinct plant or animal can never be replaced. The 
diversity of species in the world inspires us to create music, art, and dance. Nature 
teaches us, excites us, and heals us. To many people, the very fact that a species exists is 
enough to make it worth saving.   
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Endangered Species of Illinois 

 IUCN Red List 
 

 

U.S. ESA IL ESPB 

Illinois Species 
Listed: 

31 species 
(3 critically endangered, 

14 endangered, 
14 vulnerable) 

Animals: 22 
Plants: 9 

31 species 
(20 endangered,  
11 threatened) 

 
Animals: 22 

Plants: 9 

480 species 
(356 endangered, 
124 threatened) 

 
Animals: 229 
Plants: 251 

Notice that many more species are listed at the state level than the federal or global levels. The 
IL ESPB lists species that are disappearing from Illinois, even if they are not disappearing from 
other locations. 

You will want to be able to recognize these 12 species by their picture, and know some details 
about their status’s. You will not be asked to know the scientific (latin) names.    

Bird-voiced Treefrog  
Hyla avivoca 

 

Amphibian 

Status:  
IUCN – (Least Concern) 
US ESA – (not listed) 
IL ESPB - Threatened 

Eastern Box Turtle 
Terrapene Carolina 

 

Reptile 

Status:  
IUCN - Vulnerable 
US ESA – (not listed) 
IL ESPB – (not listed) 

Why do you think a species that is listed as 
globally “vulnerable” is not listed on our 
federal or state lists?  
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Eastern Prairie Fringed Orchid 
Platanthera leucophaea 

 
 

Plant 

Status:  
IUCN - (Least Concern) 
US ESA - Threatened 
IL ESPB -  Endangered 

How might you explain this? Why might a 
species be listed on the state and federal list 
but not be considered globally threatened? 

Gray Wolf  
Canis lupus 

 
 

Mammal 

Status:  
IUCN - (Least Concern) 
US ESA - Endangered 
IL ESPB – Threatened 

Even though the grey wolf has been extirpated 
from Illinois, occasionally one may enter the 
state. By listing this species as state 
threatened, Illinois is protecting individuals 
who happen to enter the state. 

Greater Prairie-Chicken  
Tympanuchus cupido  

 

Bird 

Status:  
IUCN - Vulnerable 
US ESA – (not listed) 
IL ESPB – Endangered 

Illinois’ last population of Greater Prairie 
Chickens resides near Newton, IL in Prairie 
Ridge State Natural Area.  Healthy populations 
of this bird can still be found in some states.  
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Indiana Bat 
Myotis sodalis  

 
 

Mammal 

Status:  
IUCN – (Near Threatened) 
US ESA - Endangered 
IL ESPB - Endangered 

Osprey  
Pandion haliaetus 

 
 

Bird 

Status:  
IUCN - (Near Threatened) 
US ESA – (not listed) 
IL ESPB – Endangered 

Lake Shelbyville is partnering with the Illinois 
DNR in an Osprey Recovery Project which is 
introducing osprey chicks to the area.  

Paddlefish 
Polyodon spathula 

 

Fish 

Status:  
IUCN - Vulnerable 
US ESA – (not listed) 
IL ESPB – (not listed) 
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Prairie Bush-Clover 
Lespedeza leptostachya 

 
 

Plant 

Status:  
IUCN – (not yet assessed) 
US ESA - Threatened 
IL ESPB - Endangered 

Red Knot 
Calidris canutus rufa 

 
 

Bird 

Status:  
IUCN – (not yet assessed) 
US ESA - Threatened 
IL ESPB - Threatened 

Rusty Patched Bumble Bee 
Bombus affinis  

 

Insect 

Status:  
IUCN – Critically Endangered 
US ESA – (not listed) 
IL ESPB – (not listed) 

Notice the difference between the way this 
species is being listed globally versus locally.  
In 2013 a petition was filed requesting the 
federal government  to consider this species 
for becoming a candidate for the federal ESA 
list.    
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Sheepnose Mussel 
Plethobasus cyphyus 

 
 

Crustacean  

Status:  
IUCN - Endangered 
US ESA - Endangered 
IL ESPB - Endangered 

SPECIES STATUS LISTS:  

“Checklist of Illinois Endangered and Threatened Animals and  Plants.” Illinois Department of 
Natural Resources. May 19, 2015. 
https://www.dnr.illinois.gov/ESPB/Documents/2015_ChecklistFINAL_for_webpage_051915.pdf    

“Endangered Species: Listed species believed to or known to occur in Illinois.” U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service. Feb. 13, 2015.  
http://ecos.fws.gov/ecp0/reports/species-listed-by-state-report?state=IL&status=listed  

“Search.” IUCN Red List of Threatened Species.  http://www.iucnredlist.org/search  
(Refine search: Location = Illinois, Assessment = Critically Endangered, Endangered, Vulnerable) 


