
The natural environ-
ment provides the physical
basis for community plan-
ning. Information on climate,
soils, terrain and drainage
characteristics is essential for
identifying land development
potential. It can determine
prospects and limitations for
residential and commercial
construction and infrastruc-
ture development and mainte-
nance. Consideration of such
information can minimize
future development problems
and therefore is of great
importance when planning the
course of future development.

This chapter presents
an assessment of the physical
characteristics and limitations
of the natural environment in
the Lexington area. It
addresses the local climate,
topographic and soil condi-
tions, floodplains and wet-
lands. This information pro-
vides a basis for determining
future planning and land
development strategies. 

CCLLIIMMAATTEE

Due to its
Midwestern location, the City
of Lexington experiences a
seasonal climate classified as
Humid Continental. The cli-
mate is characterized by hot
and humid summers and cold
winters. The average temper-
ature for July is approximate-

ly seventy-three degrees
Fahrenheit, although tempera-
tures well into the nineties
are not uncommon. The aver-
age temperature for January
is twenty-six degrees, with
temperatures occasionally
dropping below zero. 

The length of the
growing season varies some-
what from year to year but
averages 172 days. The sea-

son starts with the last frost
in mid-May and ends with the
first freeze in mid to late
October.

Despite occasional
dry spells, Lexington receives
sufficient precipitation
throughout the year. In win-
ter, cold dry air from Canada
forces its way south where it
mixes with moisture-laden air
from the Gulf of Mexico.
Snowfall per year averages

twenty-five inches.
In warmer months,

warm moist air from the gulf
moves up the Mississippi
Valley, contributing to the
humid climate and resulting
in occasional and sometimes
strong thunderstorms.
Average annual rainfall for
the area is thirty-six inches.
Combining these storms with
Lexington's relatively flat

topography can result in
localized flooding and pond-
ing thus requiring proper
storm water management.

TTOOPPOOGGRRAAPPHHYY            

Local topography was
shaped by continental glacia-
tion. Lexington and most of
McLean County are located
on a glacial till plain. This

City of Lexington Comprehensive Plan 55

Natural Environment

C H A P T E R

22

Exhibit 2-A. Northwest Lexington Terrain



plain is characterized by sev-
eral moraines that resulted
from the recession of the
Wisconsin glacier about
15,000 to 20,000 years ago.
These ridges of deposited soil
and rock extend from the
northwest corner of the coun-
ty toward the southeast.

The City of
Lexington is located at the
crest of the El Paso Moraine.
There is no drastic slope on
either side of the city, except
for a few locations in the
south along the Mackinaw
River. Terrain in the
Lexington area generally
ranges from gently sloping to
nearly level (see Figure 3).

Lexington is located
within the Mackinaw River
drainage system, one of
McLean County's largest.
This system was created by
erosion of the glacial
deposits.

The only area of
more steeply sloping topogra-
phy in the Lexington area is
around the Mackinaw River,
south of the City at the base
of the El Paso Moraine.
Development in these areas
will be limited or discouraged
because of the erosion poten-
tial created by the steeper
slopes around the Mackinaw. 

For the most part,
however, Lexington's topog-
raphy does not present signif-
icant limitations for develop-
ment. Special consideration
will be taken to conserve
open space along drainage
ways and to provide for prop-
er storm water management.
Also, drainage improvements
may be needed in flat and

low lying areas before devel-
opment occurs, due to poten-
tial flooding or ponding prob-
lems.

SSOOIILLSS

The Natural Resource
Conservation Service (NRCS)
has identified fourteen soil
types in the Lexington area.
The NRCS also provides rel-
evant information regarding
the suitability of these soils
for various purposes, includ-
ing agricultural production,
recreational use, building site
development, sanitary facili-
ties and other uses. Lexington
soil types are identified in
Table 2.1.

Prime farmland is an
important natural resource
and is prevalent in the sur-
rounding area. Thirteen of
the fourteen soils found in the
area are classified by the
NRCS as prime farmland.
This is not surprising since
McLean County contains
some of the most productive
agricultural soils in the
world.  

Like most Central
Illinois soils, a majority of
Lexington soil types contain
qualities that could be adverse
to construction, because of
wetness, potential ponding,
shrink-swell or erosion poten-
tial. Soils most adverse to
construction include:
Flanagan, Harpster, Lawson,
Lisbon, Peotone, and Raub.
The remaining soils in the
Lexington area have moderate
to severe limitations for
development. Soil limitations

are due to the following char-
acteristics: natural high water
table (one to three feet in
some locations), shrink/swell
and frost heave potential (can
crack dwelling basements and
foundations), slow liquid
absorption rate, and propensi-
ty for ponding of surface
water (USDA Soil Survey,
1990).

Suitability of soils for
agriculture, dwellings, roads
and streets and septic fields is
illustrated in Table 2.1.
These soil characteristics will
be considered when contem-
plating development in a
given area, as limiting soil
factors may pose problems
for construction. In some
instances, special design,
construction and maintenance
practices may be needed to
avoid potential problems.
Development demands creat-
ed by site location, land
availability and cost may or
may not outweigh the added
costs to overcome the physi-
cal limitations of certain sites.

FFLLOOOODDPPLLAAIINNSS

A floodplain is
described as a nearly level,
alluvial plain that borders a
stream and is subjected to
flooding unless artificially
protected. Although not suit-
ed for most types of urban
development, floodplains are
considered a valuable natural
resource and will be pre-
served in a natural state if at
all possible. 

Floodplains left in a
natural condition offer bene-
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fits to the community and
surrounding area. Leaving
floodplains intact assists in
maintaining open space and
preserving water quality. Left
in a natural state, floodplains
can provide passive recre-
ation for the community to
enjoy while conserving open
space for possible develop-
ment of trails and parks.

Undeveloped floodplains can
also reduce the risk of flood-
ing and contamination of sur-
face and sub-surface water
resources.

The Federal
Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA) has identi-
fied flood prone areas
throughout the nation to assist
in floodplain management.

The maps designed by FEMA
are based on the 100-year
flood event. This term relates
to the largest area that would
be inundated by water during
the most severe flooding that
would normally occur during
a 100-year period. Flood
prone areas in and around
Lexington include low lying
areas around the Mackinaw
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TTaabbllee  22..11
SSeelleecctteedd  LLeexxiinnggttoonn  SSooiill  PPrrooppeerrttiieess

SSooiill
AAssssoocciiaattiioonn SSllooppee DDrraaiinnaaggee

CCuullttiivvaattiioonn
SSuuiittaabbiilliittyy

DDwweelllliinngg
SSuuiittaabbiilliittyy

SSeeppttiicc
SSuuiittaabbiilliittyy

SSttrreeeettss
SSuuiittaabbiilliittyy

Brenton Near level
Somewhat poorly
drained Prime farmland Poor, wetness Poor, wetness

Low strength, 
frost action

Drummer Near level Poorly drained Prime farmland Poor, ponding Poor, ponding
Low strength, 
ponding, frost

Flanagan Near level
Somewhat poorly
drained Prime farmland

Wetness, shrink-
swell

Wetness, percs 
slow

Low strength, 
frost action

Harpster Near level Poorly drained Prime farmland Poor, ponding Poor, ponding
Low strength, 
ponding, frost

LaRose Gently sloping Well drained Prime farmland
Moderate, shrink-
swell Poor, percs slow

Moderate, shrink-
swell

Lawson Near level
Somewhat poorly
drained Prime farmland Poor, flooding

Poor, wet, 
flooding

Flooding, frost 
action

Lisbon Near level
Somewhat poorly
drained Prime farmland

Poor, wet, shrink
-swell

Wetness, percs 
slow

Poor, low 
strength

Miami
Gently sloping to
steep Well drained Prime farmland

Moderate, shrink-
swell Poor, percs slow

Poor, low 
strength

Peotone Near level
Very poor 
drainage Prime farmland

Ponding, shrink-
swell

Ponding, percs 
slow

Low strength, 
ponding

Plano Gently sloping Well drained Prime farmland
Moderate, shrink-
swell Poor, seepage

Low strength, 
frost action

Raub Near level
Somewhat poorly
drained Prime farmland Poor, wetness

Wetness, percs 
slow

Low strength, 
frost action

Saybrook Gently sloping
Moderately well 
drained Prime farmland

Moderate, 
wetness Poor, percs slow

Low strength, 
frost action

Stawn
Gently sloping to
very steep Well drained Moderate Moderate, slope Poor, percs slow

Moderate, low 
strength, slope

Warsaw
Gently sloping to
very steep Well drained Prime farmland Moderate, slope Poor, poor filter

Moderate, frost 
action

Source: Soil Survey of McLean County, Illinois, 2000; United States Dept. of Agriculture, NRCS



River and Turkey Creek (see
Figure 3).

Development regula-
tions in and around flood-
plains have been implemented
by the County of McLean.
Development on or near
floodplain sites will be dis-
couraged. However, if proper
ordinance requirements are
met, limited development
may occur under certain cir-
cumstances.

WWEETTLLAANNDDSS

Wetlands include
streams, lakes, ponds, and
low-lying, swampy areas.

These areas may provide
wildlife habitats when vegeta-
tive cover is present.

Development on wet-
lands is restricted by the fed-
eral government. The United
States Department of
Agriculture is responsible for
designating wetlands on agri-
cultural lands. The NRCS
determines the status of a

wetland already on agricultur-
al land. The Army Corps of
Engineers is charged with
reviewing delineation for all
non-agricultural lands.
Several government-spon-
sored conservation incentive
programs are available on an
annual basis to encourage and
assist land owners with land
stewardship, including wet-
lands.

There are only a few
wetland areas in the vicinity
of Lexington. Over the years,
many of the wetland areas in
and around Lexington have
been drained for agricultural
purposes by tiling or drainage
ditches. Identified wetlands

include the Mackinaw River,
which is located west and
south of the City, and Turkey
Creek, which extends in a
southwest direction and
begins just north of
Lexington’s corporate limits.
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Exhibit 2-B. Turkey Creek






