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RC&D Council Overview 

Since 1967 The Shawnee Resource ConservaƟon & 
Development Area, extends across the lower 16 
counƟes of Illinois.   

In order to accomplish organizaƟonal goals, we strive 
to maintain strong partnerships with other organiza-
Ɵons in our conservaƟon area.   Through these part-
nerships, and with the help of our talented and 
skilled Project Coordinators, we are able to create 
measurable change for the beƩer, in Illinois. 

Mission Statement 
The mission of  this Organization is to 
provide local leadership and the frame-
work required to develop and carry out a 
plan of  action for the conservation, de-
velopment and wise use of  the resources 
of  the Area.“ 

Shawnee RC&D Area 

Want to Get Involved? 
The Shawnee RC&D is looking for dedicated professionals and enthusiasƟc community members to join our 
Council.  MeeƟngs are held four Ɵmes per year.  Council members are responsible for helping find new pro-
jects or conservaƟon opportuniƟes, networking with community and government leaders to accomplish con-
servaƟon goals, represenƟng Shawnee RC&D to the general public and informing others about the work we 
do.  For more informaƟon about joining our council, or to submit a project or grant idea, please contact: Ray-
mond Bieri, ExecuƟve Director, (618) 944-1736, or email director@shawneercd.org.   
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From the Director 

Raymond Bieri III  

As we enter the 58th year of operations for the Shawnee RC&D, I cannot 
help but marvel at the sustainability of the organization. The mission and 
the work of the organization has carried it through time and challenges. 
The work of the organization is the story that we like to tell. It is the story 
of acres impacted and dollars spent on conservation. This is the story we 
tell grantors and the public. The story of the protagonists that constantly 
imagine, build, and strengthen the foundation of the Shawnee RC&D, 
however, is often missing. What I have noticed is that those dedicated to 
conservation are quite humble. They work to make a positive difference 
for the land and for the community they serve, not for recognition. 
Through this annual report I hope to illuminate the dedication and integ-
rity of our many protagonists. 

To begin, the Shawnee RC&D would not be able to perform any work 
without the guidance and effort of our Council/Board of Directors. This year I would like to celebrate a hand-
ful of individuals that have served on the Council since at least 2012. Indeed, some of these individuals have 
been associated with the RC&D long before. Dale Shumaker, Rudy Rice, Tom Anderson, Tom Fisher, and 
Charles Nolan have truly served the RC&D extensively. The years of their service saw the federal defunding 
of RC&Ds nationwide, as well as the COVID-19 pandemic. They are still with us after surmounting these 
great challenges. These individuals lead professional and personal lives that are already full with dedication 
and service. Yet, they conscientiously volunteer their time to help keep the RC&D running. This is true of eve-
ry one of our council members. Their contribution extends beyond the furtherance of conservation in Southern 
Illinois. They have created economic opportunity for the many communities of the Southern 16 counties. 
Through these opportunities they have also made the development of human capital possible. Through their 
work with the RC&D, many former contractors gained necessary experience to move on to full-time positions 
with agencies and organizations, such as the U.S. Forest Service and the Illinois Department of Natural Re-
sources. Working with the Shawnee RC&D is more than a job. The position of the organization creates a com-
munity and a subculture dedicated to collaborative conservation, education, skill development, understanding 
the needs of partners, and service to the community.  

This year we have had three contractors move on from the organization. These include Jacob Hess, Cross-
Boundary Outreach Coordinator; David Allen, Community Wildfire Protection Plan Implementation Coordi-
nator; and Dr. Mike Baltz, Let the Sun Shine In Coordinator. Jacob contracted with the RC&D from 2017 
through 2024. He began as a Forestry Technician, performing invasive species removal, forest stand improve-
ment, construction of fire lines, and implementation of prescribed fire. Later, he became a Certified Prescribed 
Burn Manager. He diligently aided SIPBA and performed work for our Cross-Boundary Hazardous Fuel Re-
duction Project with Federal, State, and private partners. Jacob took a position with the IDNR Division of For-
estry as a District Forester for Franklin, Jackson, Monroe, Randolph, and Union counties. David contracted 
with the RC&D from 2018 through 2024. His work has focused on the implementation of community wildfire 
protection plans, beginning with Pope County, and culminating with a Regional CWPP implementation project 
for Hardin county, Pope county, Union county, and Makanda Township. David’s work significantly contribut-
ed to the RC&Ds shared ArcGIS mapping system, prescribed fire implementation, and conservation planning. 
Finally, Mike contracted with the RC&D from 2019 through 2024. He began by working under the original 
Cross-Boundary Hazardous Fuels Reduction Project and expanded his work beyond the state boundaries. He 
helped the Central Hardwoods Joint Venture start an LSSI initiative in Indiana. Mike also greatly increased the 
RC&Ds public outreach through his connections with local media. Shawnee RC&D extends our sincerest grat-
itude to these contractors. 
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Director’s Report Continued 
Through FY24 we contracted with two new conservation professionals, Joe Starkey and Jacob Bushno. Both 
were hired to help finish off the Cross Boundary Hazardous Fuels Reduction Project. Jacob contracted with 
us from November 2023 through April 2024. Jacob was pivotal in helping prep large cross-boundary pre-
scribed burn units and implement prescribed burns for several landowners. We contracted with Joe at the end 
of April 2024. Since then Joe has taken on coordination of the River to River Cooperative Weed Manage-
ment area. Currently, he is helping coordinate non-native invasive species (NNIS) treatments for several pri-
vate landowners, as well as the Shawnee National Forest.  

The rest of our team includes Mike Lewis, SIPBA District Coordinator; Zack Stawicki, SIPBA Regional Co-
ordinator; Megan Gulik, Forest Restoration Support Team Coordinator; T.J. Freeman, Forestry Technician; 
Sally Harris, SIPBA Crew Coordinator; and Chris Walker, SIPBA Crew Coordinator. It is the professional-
ism and ingenuity of each one of these contractors that creates the conditions of success for the Shawnee 
RC&D. Of course, we also have our Program Manager, Cathy Poshard. Cathy meticulously serves the 
RC&D, making sure everyone is paid on time, keeping track of reporting timelines and our match obliga-
tions. It is no doubt that the RC&D would be much worse off without these virtuous individuals.  

Before I move on to discussing our project work, I would be remiss if I did not discuss our dutiful partners. 
As a nonprofit in the conservation world, we work with every land management agency/organization that is 
hosted by the bountiful landscapes of Southern Illinois. We are profoundly appreciative to our close partners 
in the IDNR Division of Forestry, Division of Natural Heritage, and the Nature Preserves Commission, the 
Southern Illinois Prescribed Burn Association, University of Illinois Extension Forestry, the U.S. Forest Ser-
vice of the Shawnee, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Crab Orchard National Wildlife Refuge, The Na-
ture Conservancy and the Southern Illinois Program, the Natural Resources Conservation Service, the Na-
tional Wild Turkey Federation, the many Soil and Water Conservation Districts of Southern Illinois, Illinois 
Forestry Development Council, Illinois Forestry Association, Greater Egypt Regional Planning and Develop-
ment Commission, Quail Forever/Pheasants Forever, Great Rivers Prescribed Burn Association, Prairie State 
Conservation Coalition, and several industrious local contractors that undertake our conservation work direct-
ly.  

Current Projects: 

Cross Boundary Oak Ecosystem Restoration 

Coordination and Implementation of Community Wildfire Protection Plans Phase 2 

Southern Illinois Oak Restoration RCPP 

Large-scale Oak-hickory Ecosystem Restoration  

Enabling Volunteer Fire Departments to Engage in Cross Boundary Prescribed Burn Efforts 

Collaborative Expansion of Prescribed Fire to Reduce Wildfire Risk 

Cross Boundary Fuels and Habitat Improvement  

Integrating Southern Illinois Prescribed Fire and Wildfire Risk Reduction 

Oak Reforestation 

Implementing Prescribed Fire for Oak Restoration 

Illinois Forestry for the Birds Pocket Guide  

Franklin County SWCD Prescribed Fire Equipment Loan Program 

Total Conservation Dollars: $2,597,212 
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Contractor Highlights  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mike Lewis, T.J. Freeman, and Joe Starkey after prepping a burn unit 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

  Dr. Mike Baltz on the LSSI Field Day  

 

 

Zack Stawicki at the DuQuoin Conservation Fair  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                           Megan Gulik, Zack Stawicki, and volunteers after an                    
              FRST workday 

 



6 

 

Let The Sun Shine In 

 2024 

The Let the Sunshine In (LSSI) program began officially in 2016 with the award of a U.S. Forest Service 
(USFS) grant to hire a program coordinator. Since then, the primary responsibilities of the coordinator have 
been to foster communication between LSSI program participants, generate outreach and education relevant to 
the program, and to pursue grants consistent with the LSSI ecosystem restoration goals. 

 In November of 2024 the former coordinator of LSSI, Dr. Mike Baltz, moved on from the RC&D. He is now 
the Executive Director of Keep Carbondale Beautiful and is the newly-hired Ornithology Assistant Professor 
of Practice at Southern Illinois University Carbondale. All of us at the Shawnee RC&D are immensely grateful 
for his work furthering the mission of Let the Sun Shine In. In late February 2024, Mike hosted an LSSI field 
day where partners including the USFS State Private & Tribal Forestry Forest Stewardship Program Coordina-
tor, IDNR Forestry Division Chief and State Forester, 
and representatives of the Hoosier National Forest, 
LSSI Indiana, and the Central Hardwoods Joint Ven-
ture were guided on a tour of the Trail of Tears State 
Forest Demonstration Area. A productive in-person 
meeting followed the next day. Before Mike left the 
RC&D he was pivotal in the creation of the Illinois 
Forestry for the Birds Pocket Guide and securing 
funding for printing 2,000 copies of the guide. Mike 
was also critical in the maintenance of a remarkable 
conservation collaborative that consists of our Illinois 
partners, LSSI Indiana, American Bird Conservancy, 
Purdue University, Central Hardwoods Joint Venture, 
Sam Shine Foundation, and TNC Indiana. Finally, 
Mike also facilitated a connection between the Shawnee RC&D, Carbondale Township, and the Carbondale 
Park District. Our contractors, T.J. Freeman and Joe Starkey are writing a forest management plan for the Mar-
berry Arboretum. We are also working with the Park District, SIPBA, and the Carbondale Fire Department to 
implement urban prescribed fire in some city parks.   

Finding funding for LSSI coordination has proven to be challenging. Due to these challenges, the RC&D Ex-
ecutive Director, Ray Bieri, took over coordination. Much of what LSSI does is coordinate collaborative meet-
ings, public outreach & education, and centralized coordination of different RC&D projects. The Director sits 
at the perfect position to continue these duties without additional funding. Since taking over coordination of 
LSSI, I have convened two meetings of the collaborative, disbursed around 150 pocket guides, established a 
photo-point and forest inventory monitoring protocol for lands impacted by RC&D forest management, and 
plan public events at forest management demonstration areas. Moving forward with LSSI, I plan to continue 
centralized oak ecosystem restoration efforts within, and beyond, the Forest Stewardship Clusters; expand our 
forest management monitoring protocol to include Lidar surveys of forest structure, fire intensity/fuel con-
sumption surveys, bioacoustics monitoring, and bird and arthropod surveys; diversifying funding sources; and 
maintaining connections with regional and national conservation initiatives. 
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                    Photo from a monitoring plot in a managed unit of the Trail of Tears Demonstration Area  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Photo from a monitoring plot in a control (unmanaged) unit of the Trail of Tears Demonstration Area  

Let The Sun Shine In Continued  
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Shawnee RC&D 

941 State Hwy 146W 

Golconda, IL  62938 

www.shawneercd.org 

Put Your Money to Work for 

   Local Resource ConservaƟon 
The Shawnee RC&D is primarily funded by grants and agreements with federal and state agencies. 
Private donaƟons help to further the mission of the RC&D  by providing necessary matching funds 
and can be targeted toward your personal area of interest. 

 

The RC&D can receive tax deducƟble donaƟons under Internal Revenue Service Code SecƟon 501c3. 
The RC&D may accept all forms of contribuƟons including, but not limited to giŌs, property, cash, 
stocks and securiƟes.  Feel free to contact us with any quesƟons at 618.944.1736 or 
director@shawneercd.org. 

 

The RC&D offers outreach and educaƟon, on-site technical help, landowner training and educaƟon, 
and cost share in each of the program areas.  For a detailed descripƟon of each program, please visit 
our website at www.shawneercd.org.   

Your contribuƟon can be mailed to:  

Shawnee RC&D 941 State Hwy 146W Golconda, IL  62938 
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The Forest Restoration Support Team (FRST)  

2024 
Megan Gulik 

Isaiah Tanner  

The Forest Restoration Support Team had a meaningful year full of 
new members, work days, and trainings. We have logged over 400 
hours of invasive species removal from FRST members and volun-
teers on southern Illinois private lands. We hosted 5 workdays in 
2024, engaging over 35 volunteers on non-native invasive species 
(NNIS) treatment projects. In addition to this, we led a workshop 
for the Beginning Forest landowner Program on NNIS identifica-
tion, ecology, safe herbicide practices, and treatment methods. We 
have helped empower landowners to continue working inde-
pendently on their own land by providing equipment loans and 
were awarded the VSN Stewardship Fund to help support this en-
deavor. Looking forward, we are excited to continue our NNIS 
eradication efforts, as well as expand to other restoration projects.  
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River to River Cooperative Weed Management Area 
2024 Annual Report 

The River to River CWMA is a partnership between: 

Illinois Department of Natural Resources—Illinois Department of Agriculture  

Illinois Department of TransportaƟon—Crab Orchard NaƟonal Wildlife Refuge 

Cypress Creek NaƟonal Wildlife Refuge — Middle Mississippi River NaƟonal Wildlife Refuge 

The Nature Conservancy — Shawnee Resource ConservaƟon & Development Area, Inc. 

Southern Illinois University Carbondale — USDA Natural Resources ConservaƟon Service 

USDA Animal & Plant Health InspecƟon Service — USDA Forest Service  

Shawnee NaƟonal Forest — University of Illinois CooperaƟve Extension 

In April of 2024, Shawnee RC&D contracted with Joe Starkey to work under our Cross Boundary Hazardous 
Fuels Reduction Project. Later in August, we were awarded a state Habitat grant that allowed us to continue to 
contract with Joe. However, at this point Joe elected to step in and coordinate the River to River CWMA. Joe 
received his Bachelor of Science in Forestry from SIUC in 2013. He worked as an outdoor educator for SIUC 
Touch of Nature Outdoor Education Center, then as an urban tree care technician for Brian’s Tree Service, 
and then as a consulting forester for Long Forestry Consultation. He worked his way through the ranks at 
Long becoming a crew leader and later an operations manager. Joe has chosen to contract with the RC&D be-
cause of the conservation community that we foster and to have the ability to work with the regions land man-
agement agencies/organizations.  

Since Joe has contacted with us, he has been helping to coordinate the following projects: Oak Reforestation 
and Implementing Prescribed Fire for Oak Restoration. The work of these projects centers around NNIS man-
agement training with the Forest Restoration Support Team, NNIS treatments on private lands within the Lit-
tle Grand Canyon and Trail of Tears Forest Stewardship Clusters, and working with SIPBA to implement pre-
scribed fire. Joe is also working under the Cross Boundary Fuels and Habitat Improvement project. For this 
project he aids in the creation of cross-boundary prescribed burn units, fire control line installation, and a 
treatment of invasive Japanese chaff flower at Barke Bluff Research Natural Area. In FY25 we will reconvene 
the RTRCWMA Steering Committee, continue work on the above projects, and setup new photo/forest moni-
toring plots.  
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Coordination and Implementation of CWPPs in  
Southern Illinois 2024 

The Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) project provides regional coordination for implementing 
recommendations from the Pope County, Hardin County, Union County and Makanda Township Community 
Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPP's).  Initially developed and coordinated separately, since 2020 the vision has 
been to coordinate these CWPPs as a regional effort to streamline (avoid duplication of) coordinator salary 
needs and take advantage of a developing economy of scale in implementing Plan recommendations.   
 
In 2024 we bid farewell to former coordinator, David Allen. David moved on from the RC&D to finally enjoy 
retirement. David’s contribution to conservation in Southern Illinois can not be understated. After working as 
an IDNR District Forester for 29 years, David contracted with the RC&D to carry out implementation of Com-
munity Wildfire Protection Plans. During his time with the RC&D he has extensively improved our ArcGIS 
mapping system, created fire hydrant maps for Pope and Hardin County fire departments, implemented/
oversaw forest stand improvement and non-native invasive species (NNIS) treatments on 3,000+ acres, aided 
in the planning and implementation of at least 4,000 acres of prescribed fire, held several CWPP community 
outreach events, helped secure several thousands of dollars in fire equipment through the Federal Excess Prop-
erty Program for local fire departments, oversaw the development of forest stewardship plans for several thou-
sands of acres, and helped secure hundreds of thousands of dollars in grant funding for various RC&D pro-
jects.  
 
In FY24 David oversaw the development of forest stewardship plans covering 1,681 acres on 7 properties. He 
also contracted out 130 acres of forest stand improvement and NNIS treatments across 6 properties. David aid-
ed in the planning and implementation of 887 acres of prescribed fire. Finally, he helped initiate the Enabling 
Volunteer Fire Departments to Engage in Cross Boundary Prescribed Burn Efforts and Collaborative Expan-
sion of Prescribed Fire to Reduce Wildfire Risk projects. Since David has moved on from the RC&D, Execu-
tive Director, Ray Bieri, has taken over coordination of the project with the help of SIPBA Coordinators, Zack 
Stawicki and Mike Lewis.  

Our FY24  proposal to the USFS Eastern Region State, Private, and Tribal Forestry Cohesive Fire Strategy 
grant series was awarded. This project will allow us to contract with Mike Lewis, as a SIPBA District Coordi-
nator, for five years. The project will enable SIPBA to implement 4,000 acres of prescribed fire, facilitate the 
installation of fire control lines encompassing 6,000 acres, and provide 4 prescribed fire trainings.  

We have also been coordinating with Environmental Planning Coordinator, Kelsey Bowe, with the Greater 
Egypt Regional Planning and Development Commission on the development of new CWPPs. Kelsey and 
Greater Egypt have nearly completed a CWPP for Williamson County. They have also been awarded a Com-
munity Wildfire Defense Grant for the development of a Jackson County CWPP and have applied for a grant 
to fund the development of CWPPs for Alexander, Johnson, Massac, and Pulaski counties. Once the CWPPs 
have been completed we will work with each county to implement the actions prescribed in their plans.  
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The Southern Illinois Prescribed Burn Association 
2024 Annual Report 

Zack Stawicki, Regional Coordinator  

SIPBA has accomplished a great amount in the last year. We ended our 2024 burn season with 4700 acres 
burned, a new record. We were able to help almost 40 southern Illinois landowners with much needed burns. 
This was due to the great help we received from our partners and fantastic weather we received. We had a 
successful summer. In June we held our summer training at Dixon Springs Ag center where we were able to 
help train the next cohort of SIPBA members. SIPBA also held the first annual Fire Practitioners meeting 
where we brought all of the professionals who work in fire together under one roof. The focus of 
this meeting was on liability and the Illinois Prescribed Fire Act. Our fall was void of burning due to 
drought conditions we had. We picked things up in the winter when we started our monthly Zoom trainings. 
My goal with this is to help educate our members on not only fire, but other aspects of conservation. We chose 
the Zoom format to offer more accessible training opportunities so that we could engage with more of our 
members. We currently are in the middle of our spring burn season. This season had a slow start due to the 
intense winter weather we had. There are still a few more weeks of burning and we hope to have a strong 
finish. 
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