The Ecology Center:  A Community at Work

The Ecology Center, opened in 1974, represents the ongoing commitment

of the Evanston community and its citizens to environmental education,
conservation, stewardship, and sustainability.  The Ecology Center was 
dedicated in 1974 and represents almost four decades of a private/public 
partnership between City government and its citizens.

A History

In 1958 landscape architect Ralph Melin brought a sketch plan of the arboretum to the Evanston Plan Commission requesting approval to privately construct the Ladd Arboretum to Edward Ladd, founder and publisher of the Evanston Review.  The City of Evanston formed the Ladd Arboretum Committee in 1959, chaired by Dr. Oscar Chute, to develop a public park and beautify the canal lands.  The Ladd Arboretum, dedicated on June 10, 1960, represented over $600,000 in private funding by individuals as well as organizations such as the Rotary Club of Evanston, Washington National, Evanston Kiwanis Club, and the 4th of July Association. 

During this same period the Evanston lighthouse was decommissioned, and in 1962 the Lighthouse Nature Center was chartered as a natural history conservation and education museum under the direction of Dr. Margery Carlson.  Environmental programs began in 1963 at the lighthouse site.  By 1964 summer classes for adults and children were well established.  As interest in the programs developed suggestions were made to build a nature center in the Ladd Arboretum.  

In 1973 Donald Fergusson, a Ladd Arboretum Committee member, agreed to chair a fundraising campaign to raise private money to build the Evanston Ecology Center.  Over $130,000 was raised and the Ecology Center was dedicated in 1974.  Prior to the Ecology Center’s dedication, a naturalist was hired who provided nature-based education.  Ultimately, the environmental programs at both the Lighthouse Nature Center and the Ecology Center were merged.
Dedicated on Arbor Day, April 26, 1974 the Ecology Center became the hub of nature education, energy education, conservation, and activism for Evanston.  The first season for the community gardens began, as did the Epoch B energy program.  In 1976 the Evanston Environmental Association (EEA) formed.  The EEA was established by the Ladd Arboretum Committee as a membership organization, becoming the umbrella name for the Arboretum, Ecology Center, and Lighthouse nature center interpretive programs.  The Lighthouse Nature Center eventually merged with the EEA and the EEA began to support programs at the Ecology Center as well as the lighthouse site.  In 1975 the junior naturalist camp started at the Lighthouse focusing on Lake Michigan, a film on the lighthouse was produced in conjunction with the Evanston Historical Society and the James Park gardens were established.

The first Wildflower Camp began in 1976, and conservation minded citizens retrofitted the Ecology Center, forming Epoch B which demonstrated energy efficiency and alternate energy.  The EEA worked to improve facilities at the lighthouse complex and arboretum through grants and donations.  A Land Use Master Plan by Johnson, Johnson, & Roy Hasbrouck was funded at $235,000 for the entire lighthouse complex, including restoration of the foghouses and lighthouse. 

In 1980 the City and EEA partnered with the Jr. League which provided $62,500 in support of another Lighthouse restoration project, which included exhibits in the south foghouse Nature Center.  In 1982 a solar greenhouse was added to the Ecology Center, and alternative energy programming began.  Through the 1980’s, environmental programming grew at the Ecology Center and Lighthouse Nature Center, the docent program was expanded, and a dunes restoration project was established.  

Completion of the Dr. Margery Carlson Greenhouse, a project of the EEA, Garden Club of Evanston, and Highland Garden Club, occurred in 1986.  Ecology Center programs continued to expand, but as funding decreased, the Ecology Center relinquished classes, tours, and programs at the Lighthouse in 1990.  Environmental programs did continue in the North and South Foghouses, as well as in the Carlson greenhouse. 

Faced with increasing interest in classes and programs and nowhere to hold them, the EEA developed plans for an extensive addition to the then relatively small Ecology Center.  The $850,000 project was dedicated in 2004 with over $150,000 from State of Illinois grants, with the remaining $700,000 raised through private donations to the EEA from over 700 donors. The building was given as a gift to the City of Evanston.

The Ecology Center continues to be a focal point for environment education, conservation and sustainability as well as a remarkable monument to the dedication and support of many people.


Thank for your support for this unique Evanston institution.

