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I. Introduction and Executive Summary 
 
The Stower Seven Lakes Trail Master Plan is a modification of the 2004 Master Plan in order 
to reflect current uses allowed and prohibited on the trail. Aspects of this plan were completed 
by the Subcommittee, as part of the trail planning process chosen by the Environmental 
Services Committee of the Polk County Board of Supervisors (Appx. B). See the Public 
Participation section (Appx. C) of this plan for more details on the process.  
 
This Master Plan represents the strategy of Polk County as well as various trail advocates and 
user groups for the development, operation, and maintenance of a 13.48 mile railroad corridor 
presently known as the Stower Seven Lakes Trail. The trail is located on a former Minneapolis 
St. Paul and Sault Ste. Marie Railroad right-of-way which begins two miles east of Dresser and 
extends into the City of Amery, Wisconsin.  Within the City of Amery, the corridor width ranges 
from 60 feet wide to 180 feet wide, whereas in the rural branch of the corridor, the trail right-of-
way is consistently 100 feet wide. The trail consists of approximately 174 acres and generally 
runs in a west to east direction.  Map 1 shows the regional location of the trail.  Map 2 shows 
the location of the trail in Polk County. 
 
The trail right-of-way was acquired from Wisconsin Central Limited in 2003 by the WDNR 
under the Stewardship Program. Subsequently, a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was 
signed by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) and the County of Polk 
(Appx. A).  Under the terms of the MOU, the WDNR granted a trail easement to Polk County 
designating the trail as a “State Trail” under section NR 51.73, Wis. Adm. Code.  
 
II. Goals and Objectives 
 

A. Goals:   
 

 Provide and preserve a recreational trail at least 13 miles in length stretching 
from Dresser to Amery. The all-season trail will provide two-way traffic for 
bicycling, hiking, horseback riding, snowmobile use and ATV/UTV use.  
 

 B. Objectives: 
  

 To complement present economic benefits of trails existing in Polk County and 
provide opportunities for economic development not reflected in current trail 
usage. 

 
 To provide recreational opportunities that complement present trail opportunities 

in Polk County and provide recreational opportunities that presently are 
underrepresented in the Polk County Trail system. 

 
 To enhance opportunities for tourism in Polk County. 

 
 To respect the wishes and investments of landowners and communities through 

which the trail passes. 
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 To provide for recreational opportunities that promotes the health and safety of 
the community. 

 
 To preserve the rural character and environmental integrity of the trail. 

 
 To anticipate the urbanization of the area through which the trail passes and 

provide for possible future use of the trail as an alternative transportation system 
between communities. 

 
 To provide opportunities for the greatest number of projected uses of the trail 

consistent with the previous objectives. 
 
III. Management and Land Development 
 
 A. Land Acquisition and Ownership 

 
 The WDNR acquired the rail grade right-of-way from the Wisconsin Central 

Limited by means of Stewardship funds. The WDNR has paid all costs to acquire 
the property and will maintain ownership of the entire right-of-way.  Under the 
terms of the MOU, the WDNR has conveyed a non-exclusive easement to Polk 
County and other valuable considerations.  The WDNR will not issue other 
easements that will adversely affect the use of the property for the intended trail 
purposes.  

 Additional property may be acquired to support trail functions and unique 
ecosystems.  

 
 B. Uses of the Trail Corridor 
 
  1. Encouraged Primary Uses 

 Bicycling  
 Walking, Hiking, Jogging 
 Dog sledding 
 Nature and scenery viewing 
 Snowmobiling: Snow covered periods. When permitted by the Polk 

County Parks department. Only groomed areas maybe traveled. 
 ATV/UTV with stringent speed limit restrictions of 15 mph near 

village boundaries, housing, parks, trail heads shelters, public 
gathering places and business establishments to account for noise 
and safety on primary rail bed portion of the trail corridor (map 2). 

 
    2. Encouraged Secondary Uses 

 Cross country skiing 
 Snowshoeing 
 Horseback riding 
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3. Allowed Uses  
 Administrative and maintenance vehicles  
 Pets: With restrictions including leashes, feces disposal & closed 

areas. 
 Small electric carts used by disabled individuals during snow-free 

periods  
 Vehicles on designated roadways and parking areas may operate 

within the trail corridor. 
                        
  4. Prohibited Uses 

 Off-highway motorcycles.  

 Hunting and trapping. 

 Camping: Within the trail corridor except in designated campsites. 

 Private occupancy. 

 Conducting Business, Promotions or Advertising: Within the trail 
corridor. 

5.        Utilities   
o WDNR rules will govern  
o Polk County is the primary contact. 

 
6.      Crossings: Public roads, Private Residential, Farm, Recreation & Other                           

o WDNR rules will govern  
o Polk County is the primary contact. 

 
 C. Development Program 
 

1. Initial Development  
 

 The MOU specifies that the development of the trail is the responsibility of Polk County.  
The WDNR has granted an easement to Polk County for the development, maintenance and 
operation of the trail.  It is understood that the WDNR will assist Polk County financially with 
trail development through available grant/aid programs.   
 

Under the terms of the MOU, the trail will be managed by Polk County Parks 
Department.   

 
  2. Development Standards 
 
 In accordance with the MOU, the trail was developed in compliance with the WDNR 
Design Standards Handbook, WDNR “Snowmobile Trail Signing Handbook” (Publ-AA-023), 
and AASHTO “Guide for the Development of Bicycle Facilities” will also be followed.  All 
structures placed in the WDNR Right-Of-Way will need prior WDNR approval. 
 
 Associated facilities, if any, will be designed and constructed in compliance with state 
and local building codes and the American’s With Disabilities Act.  
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Provide for the development, with appropriate stake-holders, of a plan to create a 
parallel silent-sport-only trail within the corridor separate from the original rail bed trail. 
 
 D. Operation & Maintenance Program 
 
 Polk County will have the primary responsibility for the operation and maintenance of 
the trail in Polk County and its contractors and cooperators. The Polk County Parks 
Department under the direction of the Environmental Services Committee will act as the 
primary agent of the County.   

 
The daily operation of the trail will be supplemented by Polk County ordinances and 

park directives. Daily operation is directed and performed by the Polk County Parks 
Department and its contractors and cooperators. Daily routine enforcement is the responsibility 
of Polk County. 
 
 User fees will not exceed those established in s. 27.01, Stats., and will be subject to 
written approval by the WDNR. The standard state trail bicycle fees will be charged and State 
bicycle trail passes will be honored. Snowmobile and ATV/UTV trail pass fees and/or 
registration will be enforced according to WDNR requirements.  
 
 User information will include maps, brochures and signing that will provide facility, 
service, safety and emergency information, rules, regulations and advice on a seasonal basis. 
 
 E.  Interpretation 
 
 In Polk County the trail offers many opportunities to make trail users more aware of the 
landscape they are traveling through. Opportunities exist to provide interpretive information on 
the geology, the numerous ecosystems, the native wildlife, and the cultural history of the area. 
Interpretation is a long-term objective that can be accomplished jointly by Polk County and 
local interest groups. 
 
 Assessments were done (Appx. D) and cultural resources were addressed. In the future 
these areas will be inspected and maintained.  
 
 F. Wildlife Management 
 
 The trail passes through many ecosystems and will provide many opportunities to 
observe wildlife. Due to the limited land base, many wildlife management opportunities are 
precluded.  
 
 G. Timber and Vegetative Management 
 
 The Vegetation adjacent to the trail is representative of the great natural diversity that 
occurs in Northwestern Wisconsin.   Periodic maintenance will occur to enhance the vegetation 
as well as protect trail users and facilities. Annually, the trail will be monitored for vegetation 
growth and will be mowed or sprayed to maintain the minimum trail width as required by the 
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WIDNR.  Invasive species such as buckthorn and spotted Knapweed will be treated to mitigate 
the spread.  Hazard trees such as rotten, leaning, or tress within the minimum width of the trail, 
will be trimmed or cut down.  Timber harvests may be conducted to maintain the minimum 
width of the trail and reduce hazard trees.  The timber is owned by the State.  The timber sale 
prescription and paper work will be approved by the applicable WIDNR Property Manager.  In 
addition, all proceeds from the timber sale will be collected and reimbursed to the WDNR. 
 
 H. Management Issues 
 

 Control of non-allowed uses will be achieved through a combination of public 
information, using Park and Sheriff’s Department personnel.  

 Vandalism to signs, bridges and the trail surface will be addressed through 
regular inspections, rapid repair, and enforcement. 

 All existing trail crossing agreements have been reviewed to reflect the present 
and future uses. Requests for new crossings will be handled on an individual 
basis in accord with the WDNR “Department Design Standards Handbook”. 
Routine inspection will insure compliance to crossing agreements and will ensure 
control of unauthorized crossings. This will require DNR real estate resources. 
DNR should be consulted to discuss details. 

 Trespass, both to and from the trail corridor may require the use of various 
control options including planting, fencing, signing, surveying and law 
enforcement. 

 
 I. Recreation Needs and Justification 
 

Following is Wisconsin’s 2018 Statewide Recreation Opportunities Analysis (ROA), between 
eight Regions identifying current uses and needs. The table below is based on responses to a 
questionnaire sent to all county park systems in 2018.  
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Table 14: Existing recreation opportunities at county park properties: 
 

The values are number of responses for each region where opportunities are available. 
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Table 15: Trends in rec recreation participation at county park properties 
 

The values are mean responses of trends in participation at county park properties where opportunities 

are available. 
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J.  Analysis of Services  

 
Parking areas, shelters, and restroom facilities currently exist along the trail in the City 

of Amery, at Lotus Lake County Park, in Nye, in Wanderoos, and in Deronda (Map 2). These 
facilities are deemed to meet the needs of the current uses and volume of usage on the trail 
based on periodic visits to these facilities. On-going monitoring of trail usage will occur to 
ensure that parking and restroom facilities are adequate for the future usage levels. 

Table 16: Top recreation needs at county park properties 
 

The values are the percent of counties identifying the recreation activities as a top 5 need on their properties. 
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Map 1 

 

 

 

 

Map 2 

 

 

 

Trail Amenities & Proposed Speed Limit 
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Map 3 

 

 

 

Polk County 
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APPENDIX A:  MOU 
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APPENDIX B: RESOLUTION 
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APPENDIX C: PUBLIC PARTICIPATION SECTION 

 

At the March 20th, 2018 meeting of the Polk County Board of Supervisors, Resolution 28-18 
was adopted to authorize a comprehensive planning process for the Stower Seven Lakes State 
Trail and Cattail Trail (Polk County Segment) Plan. This resolution set in motion a process to 
develop trail plans. The process chosen by the Environmental Services Committee (ESC) to 
obtain recommendations on the development of these plans is to form a Trail Planning 
Subcommittee. Member of the subcommittee were determined through an application process.  
 
Trail Planning Subcommittee Members: 
Brad Olson – Chair / Jon Fogelberg / Doug Johnson / Brandon Whittaker /  
Rick McGuiggan / Katie Bruns /Ronald Minnick 

 
Letters:  
Letters and emails were sent to municipalities and trail groups asking them to recommend 
applicants to be on the subcommittee and to return a recommendation with the application. 
Ads were placed in local papers as shown below. Updates on meetings and events were 
emailed to local municipalities, snowmobile council members, stower seven lakes trail 
members, and bicycle trail pass vendors along with any additional public asking for updated 
information.   
 
Website:  
A website was created and available through the Polk County Parks webpage titled Welcome 
to the project page for the stower Seven Lakes & Cattail Trail Plans.  The webpage listed trail 
information along with the subcommittee applications and up to date information on agendas, 
minutes, trail plan drafts, trail information, and public events.  
 
Public Survey: 
A public survey was created and announced on the website and in the newspapers. The 
survey was available by going online to survey monkey. It was also available to print and mail 
or email from our website. A total of 1,964 surveys were received. Summary of survey results 
can be seen on page 27. 
 
Public Hearing:  
A public hearing was held on July 31st, 2018, 6:00 pm at Unity High School, Performing Arts 
Center, Balsam Lake, WI to assess the interested public’s desired uses of the trail. The public 
hearing was published on the website and through ads in the newspapers. Interested parties 
were given the right to appear before the committee to provide comments in verbal or written 
form concerning the proposed ordinance. A total of 58 speakers signed the walk-in-sheet to 
speak during the hearing.  An estimate of 200 attended the public hearing. 
 
Conclusion: 
Information gained from the public hearings, in combination with information and input from 
other sources, were reviewed by the subcommittee and formed the basis for the recreational 
trail use plan. The subcommittee voted to recommend to the Polk County Environmental 



 26 

Service Committee to keep the current non-motorized uses and add snowmobiling, and 
horseback riding. An open house was held on August 28, 2018, 6:00 pm in the County Board 
Room at the Polk County Government Center, Balsam Lake, WI. The open house was 
published on the website and newspapers. An estimate of 25 people attended. 

 
 
 

 

                                                                        
 
                                                                       

News Release  

 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

For more information contact: 

Debbie Peterson 

Parks, Forestry, Buildings, & Solid Waste Director 

Polk County 

100 Polk Plaza #10 

Balsam Lake, WI  54810 

715-485-9294 

Trail Planning Survey Questions 

A survey on the uses of the Stower Seven Lakes and Cattail Trail is now 

available online through www.co.polk.wi.us/parks website. This survey 

has been put together by the Polk County Trail Planning Subcommittee 

for the purpose of gathering public opinion on the Cattail and Stower 

Seven Lakes Trails so high-quality recreation opportunities can be 

provided. Please answer all questions. Only surveys with all questions 

answered will be accepted. One survey form per person. Surveys can be 

printed and filled out online by going to www.co.polk.wi.us/parks or 

individually mailed and postmarked by July 9 to Polk County Parks, 100 

Polk County Plaza Suite 10, Balsam Lake, WI 54810.  

For further information, contact Deb Peterson – Director of Buildings, 

Solid Waste, Parks and Forestry Department at (715)485-9294 or email 

polk.recreation@co.polk.wi.us 

 

Subcommittee Newspaper Advertising 

http://www.co.polk.wi.us/parks
http://www.co.polk.wi.us/parks
mailto:polk.recreation@co.polk.wi.us
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Survey Question Results 
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APPENDIX D: 2009 AYRES ENVIRONMENTAL SITE ASSESSMENT  
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