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IntroductIon

Illinois contains some of the most fertile and produc-
tive soils in the world. These high-quality soils are a legacy 
of the massive continental glaciers that repeatedly advanced 
and retreated across most of the state, altering the Illinois 
landscape through erosion and deposition. These geologi-
cal processes of erosion and deposition, along with the tor-
rents of water released from melting ice, created sediment 
mixtures that were spread across the landscape. In the 
wake of these glacial events, soil-forming processes began 
to alter the deposited sediments into the soils of today.

The state’s glacially derived soils are a natural resource 
forming the foundation that supports the growth of all 
food production and of trees that supply wood and the raw 
material for paper products. Soils (unconsolidated sedi-
ments) help regulate water supply by storing it as ground-
water and then slowly releasing it to streams, rivers, lakes, 
and oceans, thereby smoothing hydrologic discharge. Soils 
also act to filter water, improving its quality as the water 
percolates through it, leaving behind organic matter and 
chemicals that can enrich or contaminate the soil. Soils 
shape the development of ecosystems and their plant and 
animal populations. Human activities are influenced by soil 
properties that aid or limit the construction of buildings, 
the development of transportation networks, and the ex-
pansion of urbanized areas. 

This chapter discusses the interacting factors and pro-
cesses that control the development of Illinois soils, ex-
plains their occurrence on the landscape, and illustrates 
how information on soils can be used to plan for popula-
tion growth and resource utilization. For more details on 
soil-related topics, consult chapters that deal more spe-
cifically with Illinois glacial history (Chapter 12, Quater-
nary Period), wetlands (Chapter 21, Wetlands Geology), 
construction limitations (Chapter 23, Siting and Design), 
and the influence of soil and sediment on water resources 
(Chapter 19, Groundwater Quality; Chapter 20, Protecting 
Groundwater; and Chapter 28, Karst Terrane). 

Land cover and Land use  
cLassIfIcatIon

The modern cultural and biological landscape of Illi-
nois is very different from that observed by the earliest Eu-

ropean settlers. Emerging from the dense eastern forests, 
pioneers found the Illinois landscape covered by native 
prairie vegetation; forests were confined to better-drained, 
rolling upland sites and along bottomlands (Figure 22-1). 
Prairie vegetation then covered about 55% of the land-
scape, but the forests were already encroaching upon the 
prairies—as evidenced by the presence of moderately dark-
colored soils under forests along the prairie-forest transi-
tion (Fehrenbacher et al. 1984).
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Figure 22-1 Native vegetation in Illinois (Fehrenbacher et al. 
1984).


