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PICK A POINT IN TIME,
AND THE ILLINOIS RIVER
HAS A STORY TO TELL.

Its waters wind their way through land carved by glacial melt water thousands of years ago. More than
500 generations of Native Americans relied on the river’s abundance to sustain life and civilization. On
its banks, Abraham Lincoln debated Stephen Douglas for the presidency, and more recently, visitors
scan its shoreline hoping to spot our nation’s icon - the American Bald Eagle.
Certainly individual historical markers, museums, nature preserves and other attractions draw
attention to these stories. But the formation of the Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway in
2005 pulled all these entities together, allowing for regional promotion of a nearly 300-mile stretch
of the river. This collaboration of communities - from Havana in the south to Ottawa in the north positioned the Byway as an area to be explored in depth. From historical and educational waypoints to
picturesque natural and recreational attractions along the way, suddenly the journey along the Illinois
River Road truly was part of the destination.

The U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration’s Scenic Byways Program
recognizes roads having outstanding archaeological, cultural, historic, natural, recreational and
scenic qualities. The program is a grassroots collaborative effort established to help recognize,
preserve and enhance selected roads and their communities and sites throughout the United States.
The Illinois River Road is one in a collection of 150 such roads across America. www.byways.org
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ILLINOIS RIVER ROAD
A PROVEN PROGRAM

 More than $1.5 million from grant programs, and
$350,000 in matching funds from collaborating
partners are being used to further the byway region.
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 The 10-county Byway region has generated $5
million in travel expenditures – an 24%* increase
since 2005 designation.
 The Illinois River Road targets those who want to
explore "the road less traveled" by:
 Capitalizing on over 100 nature sites to draw
visitors – from magnificent Starved Rock State
Park in the north, to tranquil TNC Emiquon
Preserve and nearby National Wildlife Refuges
in the south, and points in between.
 Promoting unique aspects of byway
communities to enrich each traveler’s journey,
encouraging them to explore, shop, eat and stay
along the way.
 Directing visitors to local businesses in byway
communities that give travelers an authentic
Illinois River Road experience.
 The Byway provides investing partners a
professional, collaborative and cohesive way to
showcase their features and attractions to travelers.
Byway partners receive a significant return on
investment by being part of this successful regional
marketing and development program.

BE A PART OF OUR FUTURE
Mission Statement:

The mission of the Illinois River Road is to provide a living museum without walls that will
enhance people's experience of the nature, history, archaeology and other intrinsic qualities of the
Byway, while providing and maintaining unique recreational and educational experiences for
visitors and residents, and sustaining local communities' economies and quality of life.
*Based on 2013 IL Office of Tourism figures.
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A UNIFIED APPROACH
BRANDS THE EXPERIENCE

Since its inception, the Illinois River Road has undergone a rapid evolution. The organization’s
Corridor Management and Interpretive Master Plans serve as “blueprints for action,” providing
a working thematic framework and project prioritization for the organization and its partners.
Following are projects produced from this cohesive branding effort:

Signage: Wayfinding and identification signs help visitors navigate the Byway
and identify key sites and communities along the route.

Map & Discovery Guide: Comprehensive guidebook

to the region attracts visitors and serves as an interpretive
guide to communities and byway sites. 50,000 distributed;
downloadable.

Videos: Downloadable HD videos showcasing the region serve as a preview to
potential visitors and a guide to area sites and byway communities for travelers.
15,000+ online views.
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Website (www.illinoisriverroad.org): Launched

in 2008 and redesigned in 2013, this comprehensive
site connects thousands of visitors annually to Byway
communities, waypoint sites, events, small businesses and
other resources in the region.
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Waypoint Kiosks: Placed at numerous Byway
sites, these panels provide visitors a “sense of
place," educating them on the sites’ significance.
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iconic displays in six Gateways interpret the Byway
region, the river and the Gateway Communities.

Road Trip Guide: A guide promoting each of Illinois’ seven National Scenic

Byways, including Illinois River Road, distributed throughout the state. 350,000
distributed; downloadable.

Guide to Birding Sites: A comprehensive guide that depicts the top

50 birding sites and seasonal birding trails visitors can drive to follow
migration patterns, and the best winter and summer nesting grounds for
viewing. 50,000 distributed; Guide and birding checklists downloadable.

Conservation in Action: A pamphlet and video guides
visitors to several conservation and restoration sites along
the Illinois River, and helps tell the story about why these
sites are important to restoring ecological balance. 10,000
distributed; both downloadable.

Mobile Tour: Enables smart phone users to easily
navigate Byway Communities, find nature sites and locate
small businesses that will enhance their Illinois River Road
experience. Travelers can view photos and video, plug into
area events, and connect with dining, shopping, lodging
and recreation opportunities.

Bicycle Racks: Illinois River Road communities
and sites are recipients of 46 of the 350 bike racks being
placed at trailheads and sites along Illinois’ Scenic Byways
throughout the state. An Illinois River Road logo and
corresponding QR code appear on each of the 350 racks,
directing visitors to this region.
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HOW WE CONTINUE
TO SHARE OUR STORY
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of the

MIDWEST
FROM THE
EDITO RS OF

®

MAGA ZINE

®

40

PHOTOGRAPHS:

Sunrise at Starved Rock State Park.
(Right, from top) The canal boat in La
Salle. White pelicans at Emiquon National
Wildlife Refuge near Havana. Cornfields
near the Mission Oak Inn near Henry.
(Opposite, from left) Peoria’s skyline.
A crew member on the replica Illinois &
Michigan Canal boat in La Salle. Boggio’s
Orchard near Granville.
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established, regional brand is the credibility it lends when
publications run articles on different aspects of travel and tourism. The Illinois River Road
has received media coverage throughout the country, including local newspaper
articles that have been picked up by the Associated Press and travel magazines,
plus an 8-page spread in Midwest Living magazine and promotion by Rand
McNally and National Geographic.
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Advertising: The Illinois River Road leverages partner investments
and grant dollars to purchase otherwise unaffordable ads in
publications such as Midwest Living Magazine, community and
regional visitor guides, and many other local, regional and state
publications in order to promote visitation to the Byway region.

Social Media:

The Byway reaches out to the important
and ever-growing number of social media
users worldwide through its Facebook and
YouTube accounts.

Promotional Displays: The Byway is
promoted at various events, encouraging
travel to the region.

Sharing the Flavor of the
Byway: By partnering with a local

artist/author to create Recipes from
the Illinois River Road, 60 Byway
businesses were featured and became
additional attractions for visitors.

Statewide Support: With increased support from Illinois’

Department of Transportation and Office of Tourism, byway travel
is being more widely promoted domestically and overseas.

“It is difficult to overstate the importance of the Byway’s promotional efforts on our part of the Byway, as tourism plays an
increasingly important role in maintaining the economic stability of our community.”
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- Robert Eschbach, Mayor – City of Ottawa

NEW IDEAS DRAW

VISITORS TO THE BYWAY
There are literally hundreds of attractions that draw visitors to
the Byway, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t room for more...
GEOCACHING FINDS ITS MARK
When organizers were looking for ways to encourage exploration of the region,
the concept of geocaching seemed to fit perfectly. Similar to a scavenger hunt,
geocaching (geo-cashing) is a great outdoor recreational activity wherein participants
search for a hidden object or “cache” using clues and GPS (global positioning
system) coordinates. This continually growing activity drives people into byway
communities and sites from all walks of life.
Our Byway geocaching program was launched in May 2011 with 90 caches hidden
throughout the Byway region and the publication of a Geocaching Pocket Guide.
Each cache contains a 4-digit code. When a minimum number of cache codes are
found, participants are eligible to purchase a trackable geocoin for that area. There
are six collectable coins!

Follow-up surveys to coin-purchasing cachers from 2011-15 reveal the
following statistics:
 11,300 documented visits to 90 Illinois River Road caches.
 89% are more likely to travel the Illinois River Road again.
 56% come from outside the 10-county Byway region, including 10 other states,
Canada and overseas
 Geocachers spent 2-3 days exploring the Byway to obtain each of their coins.
 Geocachers spent more than $23,000 on food, fuel, shopping and lodging.

For more information
about geocaching, visit
www.geocaching.com.

WHAT
GEOCACHERS
ARE SAYING
“... it was my favorite caching
adventure....We did spend money
at a few of the locations (lunch,
ice cream, etc.) We are spreading
the word here in the Chicago area
on what a great trip it is and hope
more come to visit this summer.”
- By Devisled
“This was a nice conclusion to
our Illinois River Road Tour. We
have our six cool geocoins from
each respective Gateway, a lot
of great pictures and plenty of
memories! We plan on hunting
the others that we missed, next
time we’re here.”
- By JustUsTwo
“Another charming middle
America byway introduced to us
by geocaching…Geocaching is
great for reminding us East Coast
elitists that other parts of the
country have history that reflects
our whole national heritage.
Thanks especially for these caches.”
-By Boyager
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WHAT'S NEXT
FOR THE BYWAY?
THE ILLINOIS RIVER ROAD
MEANS BUSINESS
Since being designated a National Scenic Byway in 2005, the
Illinois River Road has obtained $1.5 million in federal and
state grant funds for the region, branded itself as a regional
destination, and marketed the area with a consistent image.
Every step along the way has served to connect visitors to
Byway communities and businesses, and in the end, be a
catalyst for visitor-based economic growth.
So what’s next? The simple answer is
economic development. The Byway
is striving to help small businesses
gain knowledge about their local
connections to the region and benefit
by having a greater presence in Byway
activities, marketing materials and
advertising. In turn, these enterprises
will strengthen their communities by
making them more “tourist-ready”
and positioning them to respond to
visitors’ unique needs.
The organization is also a strong supporter of
Small Business Saturday. This annual shopping
holiday promotes patronizing small local
businesses - again something found throughout
the Byway corridor.
“Providing visitors with more to do and more ways to spend
their money will encourage them to stay longer, explore
more and return again," states Brad McMillan, past board
chairman of the Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway.
“Not only does all this activity make a direct economic
impact, it adds to our own community vibrancy, making the
region a more desirable place to live, work and shop.”
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 The #1 need of Byway businesses:
attracting more visitors. The #2 need:
additional complementary businesses
in the community.
 44% of Byway businesses want
help connecting with other Byway
businesses and communities.
 50% are unaware of business assistance
programs in their community.
 68% want promotional assistance from
the Byway organization.
* Results taken from a 2011 Byway Business Study that
surveyed community leaders, businesses and past visitors
to understand what Byway visitors are looking for, what
services are missing/expandable and how communities
can better prepare for small business growth.

MAKING AN IMPACT
With help from FHWA National Scenic Byway and USDA Rural Business Enterprise Grants, the Illinois River Road is currently:
FOCUSED ON BYWAY ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES
 Collaborating with Byway communities and other
agencies to integrate local and regional community and
economic development plans into the Byway's Corridor
Management Plan.
 Prioritizing Byway-related projects that have potential to
impact the region’s economy.
 Planning for developments that ultimately enhance
the quality of life for those living in the Byway region
through increased tourism, jobs, mobility and outdoor
opportunities.

GROWING SMALL BUSINESS
IN BYWAY COMMUNITIES
 Stimulating rural, “authentic” small business by connecting
existing businesses and potential entrepreneurs to Byway
resources.
 Offering customized business assistance through
workshops and individual consultation to include training,
identification of lending needs and technical assistance.
 Collaborating with farmers markets and food producers
throughout the 10-county region to promote the
availability of locally grown fresh produce and specialty
foods to visitors hungry for just such an experience.
 Working with and promoting small businesses to visitors.

OTHER PROJECTS UNDERWAY:
CONNECTING VISITORS
TO THE REGION’S RICH HISTORY
 By completing an inventory and assessment of the region’s
historical and archaeological assets, the Byway plans to
connect visitors to the unique history of each community
and the region through interpretive programs and materials.

DRIVING BUSINESS GROWTH
THROUGH TECHNOLOGY
 Encouraging visitation to our local byway businesses
and attractions by utilizing state-of-the-art technology
to enrich the visitor experience and strengthen local
economies.

RAISING THE TIDE FOR OUR REGION, YOUR INVESTMENT:

BONDS AUTHENTIC
EXPERIENCE DRIVERS
Public agencies, non-profits and
private sector interests are tied
together in a way that enhances
people’s experience of the nature,
history, archaeology and other
intrinsic qualities of the Byway.

DRIVES TOURISM
Unites the region not just as an “end
destination,” but a journey that has so
much to offer along the way. The aim is
lengthier stays and repeat visits, but there
is an economic impact whether visitors
stop for a tank of gas or stay for a week.

PROMOTES ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT
Investments are being leveraged
to generate additional revenue for
regional growth and development.
Small business growth is integral to
our local economies.

The relationship between intrinsic qualities, tourism and economic
development along the Byway is a symbiotic one:
As one area experiences growth, the others naturally rise with it.
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BYWAY INVESTORS
LIKE WHAT THEY SEE

“…The synergy created in the cohesive campaign, the
components that the Byway promotes coupled with the
premium visitor handouts fills this need so specifically.
Thinking that this may be left up to individual
communities leaves one to wonder how we would
begin to fill that void and how brand recognition
would suffer in a very short period of time.”
- Julie Johnson
Executive Director – Ottawa Visitors Center
“We know it has increased drive in traffic. When we
ask people how they found us, the most common
replies are internet, friend referral, and highway
signs (the Byway has increased traffic). We get out
the Byway information and show guests at breakfast
and most are very surprised at much there is to do
and see. The retail stores in Lacon and Henry get
many customers that are a direct result of the Byway
and can then lead them to us. Our business has been
increasing about 15% to 20% each year, including this
year, even in this economy, and we are confident the
Byway is a big part of our success.”
- Denny & Jan Reed
Proprietors, Mission Oak Inn – Henry
“Visitors to Spring Lake Nature Park come from all
over the United States and many foreign countries.
When asked how they found Spring Lake, they often
say they consulted promotional materials and maps
produced and distributed by the Illinois River Road
National Scenic Byway. Without this tourism support,
Spring Lake Nature Park would be missed by these
people interested in Illinois’ natural parks.”
- Lois Guyon,
Volunteer, Spring Lake Nature Park – Streator
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"The Illinois River Road gives the public just one more
really great reason to explore the area in which I have a
business…Being on a Scenic Byway creates additional
automotive traffic which results in more foot traffic. I
am so thankful that my community is a Portal Community for the Byway. I LOVE the Illinois River Road
Scenic Byway; it’s just one more thing that sets us apart
from the rest!"
- Julie Hubbard
Owner, Julie’s Corner Store – Lacon

• Best Tourism Website –
2009 Illinois Excellence
in Tourism Awards
• Winner of the AASHTO
Award presented to the
Illinois Alliance of Byways
for Sustainable Organizations
in 2007
Byway STAFF
Accomplishments
• President, National Scenic
Byway Foundation
• Advisor to “Byways 101”
training and program
development
• AASHTO Awards judge
• Speaker at National Scenic
Byway Conferences since 2005
• Certified in Grassroots
Hospitality Training
• Attends and presents at
national and regional
conferences (Illinois
Governor’s Conference
on Tourism , Biennial
Governor’s Conference on
the Management of the
Illinois River) to keep up on
industry trends
• Published in local, regional
and national publications

IT’S NOT THE END OF THE ROAD...
Since its inception, the Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway has worked to write a new “story”
for the towns, natural areas and other businesses along its 300-mile path. Each step along the way
– from the creation of a brand, directional road signs and a dynamic website to the production of
videos, visitor maps and guidebooks – has served to position the region as a unified destination and
contribute to its overall growth and stability.
With continued support, future chapters in this story will be written. Thanks to the Byway,
a journey up or down the Illinois River Road – including all the towns, museums and small
businesses along the way – truly IS part of the destination.

YOUR JOURNEY STARTS HERE
Discover everything the Illinois River Road
has to offer your community, organization or business:
Contact Anaise Berry
Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway Director
aberry@illinoisriverroad.org  309-256-8170
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“For years dozens of parks, wildlife management areas, preserves,
refuges and nature centers along the Illinois River have attempted to
promote themselves independently with varied success. The Illinois
River Road National Scenic Byway has finally provided the only
mechanism to unite us and all we have to offer for the visiting public.”
- Lee Albright, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

Illinois River Road National Scenic Byway
is a program of

613 W. Marquette Street • Ottawa, IL 61350
info@illinoisriverroad.org

(2/15)
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