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Chapter 1 – Executive Summary  
Polk County (population 43,500) is a rural county in Northwest Wisconsin with several small towns, 
including Amery, St. Croix Falls, and Balsam Lake. Polk County also has an extensive rail-trail network, 
including the Cattail State Trail, Gandy Dancer State Trail, Sawmill County Trail, and Stower Seven Lakes 
State Trail (SSLST). The SSLST Master Plan (hereafter referred to as “the Plan”) charts a course forward 
for this 13-mile trail between Lotus Lake and Amery. The Plan was inspired by robust community input 
and translated into implementable alternatives by the project team (Toole Design and Polk County 
staff). The successful completion of the SSLST will help achieve the community’s overarching vision 
established through Polk County’s Strategic Plan adopted in 2007: 

“Improve the quality of life for all who live, work, and play in Polk County.” 

Why develop the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail Master Plan? 
In the late 1990’s, planning began to convert the abandoned Minneapolis St. Paul and Sault Ste. Marie 
railbed into the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail. The first master plan was adopted in 2004, and the trail 
was opened in 2009. While the trail has been predominantly limited to non-motorized uses during that 
time, the addition of ATV riders, snowmobilers, and equestrians has been debated throughout the trail’s 
history. See a description of the corridor’s historical background in Chapter 2 – Trail Description. To 
evaluate the possibilities of adding these user types, an update to the existing master plan was 
commissioned. Due to the requirements of the federal Transportation Alternatives Program (which 
funded planning and construction), ATV access is not considered as a possible additional use in the Plan. 

Who was involved? 
County staff in the Environmental Services Department, in partnership with the consulting firm Toole 
Design, led the planning process. The primary focus during Plan development was to gain widespread 
community input on desired uses for this important community asset. Discussions led to research and 
analysis around what uses should be allowed on the trail, and under what design standards. 

The Plan is the distillation of ideas from more than 100 residents and stakeholders about how the trail 
can best serve their community. Residents were engaged through a well-attended open house, a survey 
which attracted 86 respondents, frequent communication with County Staff, and a series of listening 
sessions. 

What did the community tell us? 
Residents told the planning team that they strongly support trail-based recreation in Polk County and 
would like to see more facilities in the future. On the question of adding snowmobile and equestrian 
use, the community was evenly divided. The highest-ranking concerns of non-motorized users included 
safety, noise, and trail surface damage. Snowmobilers and equestrians were concerned about safety, 
economic development, shared-use, and network connectivity. These results are summarized in Chapter 
3 – Community Engagement, as well as detailed in Appendix A. 
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What can we learn from past planning efforts? 
In preparation for site analysis and an alternatives analysis, the project team researched related 
documents to gain insight from past planning efforts. This review (addressed in Chapter 4) includes 
plans, design guidelines, and economic development reports. Lessons learned from this review include: 

• A DNR-produced evaluation of recreational compatibility between trail user types found that 1) 
equestrians are substantively impacted by bicyclists, 2) cross country skiers and fat tire bikers 
are substantively impacted by snowmobilers, and 3) snowmobilers are substantively impacted 
by cross country skiers and fat tire bikers. “Substantive impact” means that particular user types 
are unlikely to participate in their activity because of the presence of other user types. 

• Compared to other user groups, snowmobilers have the largest positive economic impact. 
• With county park managers observing that demand is growing for rail-trail 

bicycling/hiking/running/walking, fat tire biking, cross-country skiing, and horseback riding in 
Northwest Wisconsin, these activities are ripe for expansion on the SSLST. 
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Where do we go from here? 
Based on the community engagement findings and lessons learned from past planning efforts, and field 
review of the corridor the Plan concludes with seven alternatives, detailed in Chapter 5 – Alternatives 
Analysis: 

1. Snowmobile Alternative 1 (SA1) – Do not allow snowmobiles on any portion of the corridor. 
2. Snowmobile Alternative 2 (SA2) – Do not allow snowmobiles on any portion of the corridor, but 

widen shoulders between State Highway 46 and County Highway C. 
3. Snowmobile Alternative 3 (SA3) – Allow snowmobiles on the entire corridor with no changes to 

existing trail surface width. 
4. Snowmobile Alternative 4 (SA4) – Allow snowmobiles on a portion of the corridor on separate 

and shared trails. 
5. Equestrian Alternative 1 (EA1) – Do not allow equestrians on any portion of the corridor. 
6. Equestrian Alternative 2 (EA2) – Allow equestrians on the entire corridor with no changes to 

existing trail surface width. 
7. Equestrian Alternative 3 (EA3) – Allow equestrians on the corridor on separate trails. 

Each of these seven alternatives is evaluated on factors including cost, economic development impact, 
safety, tree removal, wetland impacts, user group displacement, and additional maintenance needs. This 
evaluation is not intended to provide a preferred alternative, rather the purpose is to consider the 
relative difference of the alternatives under each factor. 

 

 Cost to 
Implement 

Economic 
Development 
Impact 

Safety for all Trail 
Users 

Tree 
Removal 

Wetland 
Impacts 

User Group 
Displacement 

Additional 
Maintenance 
Needs 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 1 
(SA1) 

Low Medium Medium Low Low Snowmobilers Low 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 2 
(SA2) 

High Low High Medium Medium Snowmobilers Medium 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 3 
(SA3) 

Low High Low Low Low Skiers, Bicyclists Medium 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 4 
(SA4) 

High Medium Medium High Medium None Medium 

Equestrian 
Alternative 1 
(EA1) 

Low Low High Low Low Equestrians Low 

Equestrian 
Alternative 2 
(EA2) 

Low Low Low Low Low Equestrians High 

Equestrian 
Alternative 3 
(EA3) 

High Medium High High High None Medium 

 

Conclusion 
The Plan brings together an organized compilation of community feedback, a summary of research, and 
a corridor evaluation that results in a set of user group alternatives for consideration.  
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Chapter 2 – Trail Description 
History  
The Stower Seven Lakes State 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. The 13.48 miles of trail traverses a multitude of landscapes including wetlands, northern 
hardwood forests, prairie, agricultural areas and residential neighborhoods as illustrated in Figure 1. The 
trail runs adjacent to seven different lakes and crosses six rivers or creeks. The trail intersects 15 county 
roads, numerous field approaches, and multiple residential driveways. Generally, the west eleven miles 
of the corridor run through rural land that is primarily zoned Residential-Agriculture-5 and Farmland 
Preservation. There are also Shoreland Protection zones surrounding all waterbodies and wetlands. The 
remaining 2.5 miles of corridor east of Bear Trap Lake are zoned Residential with the density of homes 
increasing toward the City of Amery. 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 corridor width is consistently 100 
feet wide. The trail corridor consists of approximately 174 acres that generally runs in a longitudinal 
direction.   

 

Figure 1 Insert caption here . . . 
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The trail right-of-way was acquired from Wisconsin Central Limited in 2003 by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources (WDNR) under the Stewardship Program. The WDNR paid all costs to 
acquire the property and will maintain ownership of the entire right-of-way. Subsequently, a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) was signed by the WDNR and Polk County (see Appendix B). 
Under the terms of the MOU, the WDNR grants a trail easement to Polk County as well as designates the 
trail as a “State Trail” under section NR 51.73, Wis. Adm. Code. In addition, the WDNR will work with 
Polk County to identify funding sources for the development and repair of the trail. Development of the 
trail began following the signing of the 2003 MOU between the WDNR and Polk County.  Under this 
same MOU, Polk County will be responsible for the development, operation, repair, and maintenance of 
the trail.    

Cooperators and Local Groups 
The Polk County Snowmobile and ATV Alliance participated in the initial clearing of the trail. After the 
decision to keep the trail nonnotarized the Snowmobile and ATV Alliance remained an advocate for the 
trail but did not partake in maintenance actives. Along with Polk County, The Friends of the Stower 
Seven Lakes State Trail (FSSLST) have been the primary caretakers of the trail. The FSSLST have provided 
year-round maintenance and support. Activities include: grooming, vegetation management, wayfinding 
signage, maintaining parking lots and trailheads, and community outreach. The trail maintenance 
completed by the FSSLST is all volunteer and donation based. 

Hunting/Wildlife  
The trail passes through many ecosystems and will provide many opportunities to observe wildlife. 
Many of these ecosystems are home to species such as muskrat and beaver which can cause damage to 
the trail infrastructure. Wildlife management and mitigation of nuisance animals will be conducted in 
accordance with state and federal guidelines. Hunting is prohibited within the corridor but does take 
place on adjacent lands. Due to the limited land base, many wildlife management opportunities are 
precluded. Polk County will cooperate with the WDNR and other groups interested in wildlife 
management to keep the trail corridor available to wildlife management within the overall objectives of 
the master plan. 
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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 horizontal and vertical clearances as required by the WDNR and 
indicated in Chapters 4 and 5. These clearances are outlined by trail type in the following chart. 

  Bicyclists Cross-Country 
Skiers Equestrians Snowmobilers 

Trail Width 
Minimum 

12’ (2-way 
travel) 

6’ (one-way 
travel) 

8’ (one-way 
travel), 12’ 
(two-way 
travel)  

10’ (two-way 
travel), 14’ (two-
way travel) 

Trail 
Height 
Minimum 

10' 10' 12' 12' 

 

Invasive species such as buckthorn and spotted Knapweed will be treated to mitigate the spread 
depending on staff time and volunteer availability. Hazard trees such as rotten, leaning, or trees within 
the minimum width of the trail, will be trimmed or cut down. The long-term goal is to promote a 
diversity of long-lived tree species. 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 
paperwork will be approved by the applicable WDNR Property Manager. In addition, all proceeds from 
the timber sale will be collected and reimbursed to the WDNR. 

Herbicide applications may be necessary to treat un-wanted vegetation on the trail surface and also 
within the right of way of the trail. Herbicide application must be made by a certified herbicide 
applicator as required by the Wisconsin Department of Consumer Protection (DATCP). In addition, the 
DNR pesticide application form must be filled out by the applicator and submitted to the WDNR. 

Operation and Maintenance 
Polk County will have the primary responsibility for the operation and maintenance of the trail in Polk 
County and its contractors. 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 pass fees will be charged and State trail passes will be honored. Trail 
pass fees and/or registration will be enforced according to WDNR requirements. Pedestrians are the 
only users who are exempt from the requirement to purchase a State trail pass. Equestrian, bicyclists, 
and cross-country skiers are required to purchase trail passes.  The user fees are collected by the State 
and the County.  A portion of these fees goes back to the County to supplement maintenance activities 
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on the trail. The County works with cooperators and trail pass vendors in the community to sell and 
collect self-registration passes for the trail. 

Goal and Objectives 
 
A. Goal:   
 
Provide and preserve a multi-season and multi-use recreational trail at least 13 miles in length stretching 
from Dresser to Amery.  The all-season trail will provide a safe, sustainable and inclusive experience. 
   
B. Objectives: 
 

• Provide for recreational opportunities that promotes the health and safety of the community. 
• Provide opportunities for the greatest number of projected uses. 
• Complement present economic benefits of trails existing in Polk County and provide 

opportunities for economic development not reflected in current trail usage. 
• 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. 

• Enhance opportunities for tourism in Polk County. 
• Cooperate with landowners and communities through which the trail passes. 
• Preserve the rural character and environmental integrity of the trail. 
• 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. 
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Chapter 3 – Community Engagement 
Chapter 3 gives an overview of the community engagement process for the Stower Seven Lakes State 
Trail Master Plan process. The community engagement process provided feedback that guided the 
project team during the analysis phase and helped drive the alternatives reviewed in the Plan. The 
targeted public outreach for this project occurred over the course of two phases. The first phase 
occurred in 2018 and involved the creation of a trail planning Subcommittee to guide and make 
recommendations for the project, conducting a public survey that received nearly 2,000 responses, 
holding a public hearing with over 200 in attendance and over 50 speakers, and an open house to 
showcase results. Phase 2 mostly occurred during the month of October 2019 and included a variety of 
outreach strategies to gather input. Listening sessions and an open house were held on October 22nd. 
Following those meetings, the public was encouraged to send comments to County staff via email. There 
were 143 participant interactions that resulted in recorded input. This included 14 attendees at four 
listening sessions, 86 paper surveys filled out at the open house, and 37 comments received via email. 

 

 

Illustration of Plan development process: community input informs key findings which lead to recommendations and implementation 
strategies.  

Community Engagement Report 

Community input Key findings Plan 
Recommendations

Implementation 
strategies
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Approximately 75 community members attended an open house at Amery Community Center on October 22, 2019 

Who we heard from 
Participants were asked to self-identify zip code, age, and how often they participate in common 
outdoor activities. This data helped the project team to get a sense of who was reached, and what their 
regular outdoor activity habits are like. The following graphics describe some characteristics of 
participants. 
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Figure 1. Most respondents during Phase 1 of the community input were from the 54001 (Amery) zip code.  

 
Figure 2. The most common age group of Phase 2 respondents was 55-64. 
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Figure 3. The most common outdoor activity of Phase 2 respondents was walking, followed by bicycling, ATV riding, snowmobiling, cross 
country skiing, and horseback riding respectively. 

What we heard 
An analysis of the various community inputs resulted in key findings that drove the planning process.  
The findings are addressed in subsequent chapters, which include recommendations for responding to 
community priorities. The main themes were: 

• There is strong interest in trail-based recreation in Polk County. Interest in the master planning 
process for the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail (SSLST) is high. Local government officials and 
economic development staff are eager to come to a resolution and begin marketing Polk 
County’s existing diverse array of trails. (see Figure 4) 

• The public is roughly divided on the possibilities of adding snowmobilers and horseback riders 
to the SSLST.  Analysis of paper and online surveys shows that higher numbers of respondents 
are opposed to adding snowmobilers and horseback riders to the SSLST (see Figures 5, 6, and 7). 
Analysis of open-ended comments reveal that a majority of opinions expressed support for 
adding snowmobilers and horseback riders (see Figure 8).  

• Non-motorized users are concerned about safety, noise, a damaged trail surface, and 
displacement. In the paper survey, most were opposed to adding snowmobilers because of 
safety, noise, and damage to groomed cross-country ski paths (see Figure 9). Opposition to 
horseback riding revolved around damage to the trail surface and horse manure (see Figure 10). 
In the open-ended comments, non-motorized users were most concerned about their 
displacement on the trail and the limited amount of space dedicated to non-motorized users in 
Polk County (see Figure 8). 
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• Snowmobilers and equestrians are concerned about safety, economic development, sharing, 
and network connectivity. In the paper survey, snowmobilers expressed reasons due to safety 
(due to the existing, parallel snowmobile trail traversing lakes, ditches, and fields), economic 
development, and connectivity between other rail-trails that already allow snowmobiling (see 
Figure 11). The majority of comments in support of equestrian use centered around having a 
trail inclusive of all user types (see Figure 12). In open-ended comments and listening sessions, 
snowmobilers expressed concern about navigating areas immediately west of Amery and losing 
access to private properties along the existing snowmobile trail paralleling the SSLST (see Figure 
8) 

 

 

Figure 4. This question asked during Phase 1 illustrates the strong demand and usage of trail-based recreation in the county. 
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Figure 5. This question asked during Phase 1 showcases how evenly split the public is with regards to trail use type. 

 

 
Figure 6. Just over half (54%) of survey respondents replied snowmobiling should not be added to the trail, during Phase 2 of community 
engagement. 
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Figure 7. When asked if horseback riding should be allowed on the trail, 43% of respondents said no, 37% said yes, and 20% replied 
maybe or left the question blank (from Phase 2 of community engagement). 

 

Figure 8. In open-ended comments during Phase 2 of community engagement, the most popular topics were that the trail should be 
opened to equestrians and snowmobiles, the trail should be opened to equestrians, and economic development would improve due to 
adding motorized uses. 
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Figure 9. When asked why snowmobiling should not be added to the trail (in Phase 2 of community engagement), the top three reasons 
given were safety, noise, and damage to groomed ski paths. 
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Figure 10. When asked why horseback riding should not be added to the trail (in Phase 2 of community engagement), the top three 
reasons given were damaged trail surface, horse manure, and safety. 

 

Figure 11. When asked why snowmobiling should be added to the trail (in Phase 2 of community engagement), the top three reasons 
were safety, economic development, and connectivity with nearby rail trails. 
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Figure 12. When asked why horseback riding should be added (in Phase 2 of community engagement), the top three reasons were to be 
inclusive of all user types, horse manure has to be picked up, and economic development/safety. 

Conclusion 
Community engagement revealed that the public is evenly divided on the possibilities of adding 
snowmobiles and equestrians to the trail. The reasons given by the community guided the research in 
Chapter 4, resulting in proposed alternatives detailed in Chapter 5. More detailed information about the 
community engagement activities and results can be found in Appendix A: Community Engagement 
Report. 
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Chapter 4 – Review of Related Documents 
The following review of related documents provides context and perspective for the alternatives 
analysis section (Chapter 5) of the Plan. These documents reveal plans, design guidelines, economic 
development reports, and educational materials that relate to the management and development of the 
Stower Seven Lakes State Trail. 

Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan1  
This 2019 – 2023 plan provides an analysis of outdoor recreation supply and demand for the state. Over 
20,000 residents were surveyed by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (DNR) in May and 
June of 2016 to prioritize investments. Annual participation in grouped nature-based recreation 
activities included hiking (68%), nature observation (65%), dog-related activities (38%), bicycling (35%), 
and motorized trail-based activities (25%). When activities were ungrouped, participation rates were the 
following: 

Activity Statewide participation rate 
Hiking/walking/running on trails 68% 
Bird/wildlife watching away from 
home 

39% 

Bicycle on rail trails/developed trails 34% 
Walking/running dog on trails 32% 
Gathering berries, mushrooms, etc. 31% 
Snowmobiling 15% 
Cross-country skiing 13% 
Snowshoeing 13% 
Horseback riding on trails 7% 
Fat tire biking/snow biking 4% 

 

Survey respondents were also asked which outdoor recreation opportunities were needed in their home 
county: 

Activity Statewide  Great Northwest Region (9-
county area including Polk) 

Hiking/walking/running trails 30% 30% 
Bicycling trails 25% 25% 
Trails for motorized recreation 12% 19% 
Equestrian trails 6% 6% 

 

In August and September of 2017, the DNR hosted three public open houses and an online public survey 
to gather public input on recreation needs in the Great Northwest Region (a 9-county area including 
Polk), with nearly 1,400 people participating. The stats for state and national trails in this region 
currently include 14 miles of groomed cross-country skiing trails, 60 miles of surfaced biking trails, and 

 
1 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/scorp/  

https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/scorp/
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255 miles of snowmobile trails. The top 10 most frequently identified recreation needs in this region 
were: 

Rank Needed Recreation 
Opportunity 

Number of Responses 

1 More hiking/walking/running 
trails 

637 

2 More paved bicycling trails 503 
3 More natural surface (dirt) 

bicycling trails 
 

496 

4 More rustic/quiet campgrounds 355 
5 More public shore access to 

lakes and streams 
225 

6 More local parks and 
playgrounds 

197 

7 More developed campgrounds 167 
8 More wildlife watching decks or 

platforms 
154 

9 More trails for motorized 
recreation 

151 

10 More horseback trails 134 
 

Managers of county park properties in the Great Northwest Region were surveyed about trends in 
outdoor recreation activities on county park properties between 2013 and 2018. The survey found that 
fat tire and rail trail biking have increased moderately; cross-country skiing, horseback riding, and 
hiking/walking/running on trails have increased slightly; and dog walking on trails, snowmobiling, and 
snowshoeing have stayed about constant.  
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The plan provides an evaluation of recreation compatibility, to identify potential opportunities to 
combine recreation activities, or conversely, separate activities to ensure satisfying experiences for all 
users, which is particularly instructive for the Stower Seven Lakes Trail:  

• People who hike/walk/run/bike are affected by equestrians to a degree that is noticeable or 
distracting but does not prevent the participant from being able to engage in the activity.  

• Equestrians are affected by bicyclists to a degree that it substantively alters the participant’s 
ability to successfully engage in the activity.  

• People who cross country ski/snowshoe/fat tire bike are affected by snowmobilers to a degree 
that substantively alters the participant’s ability to successfully engage in the activity.  

• The same is true for snowmobilers: they are affected substantively by people who cross country 
ski/snowshoe/fat tire bike, to the degree that it hinders their ability to engage in the activity. 

The plan also provides descriptions of recreation activities to create a common understanding about 
what it means to provide conditions for a satisfying experience: 

Bird Watching 
• Need uncrowded, quiet conditions to minimally disturb birds. 
• Occurs throughout the year. 

Cross-Country Skiing 
• Experience is enhanced with a mix of hilly and flat topography. 
• Trailhead shelter facility/warming huts are common. 
• Likely to complain about exhaust from nearby combustion engines, due to this highly aerobic 

activity. 

Dog Walking 
• Highest around population centers. 
• Participation is highest in spring and summer, moderate in fall, and low in winter. 
• Can present a safety hazard for bicyclists. 

Fat Tire Biking 
• Prefer groomed (packed, untracked) trails during snowy conditions. 
• Participants prefer a mix of terrain and will travel about an hour for a good experience. 
• There is a potential for trespass by fat bikes onto snowmobile trails. 
• Trailhead shelter facility/warming huts and bathrooms are highly desirable. 

Horseback Riding 
• Long distance multiday trips are typical, as opposed to single-day outings. 
• Access to campgrounds is important. 
• Truck and horse trailers need larger parking accommodations and loading areas. 
• Drinking water, tie posts/rails, and manure disposal areas are key components. 
• Varied forested terrain is most desirable. 
• Cleared height of 12 feet is necessary. 
• Most common in spring and fall when temperatures are cooler. 



 

24 
 

• Problems arise when hiking and biking is on an equestrian trail – horses can startle with fast, 
quiet bikes and hikers who move off the trail and hide. This can be mitigated with trail etiquette 
information. 

Rail-Trail Bicycling 
• Length of trip can range from a few hours to a few weeks. 
• Participants look for drinking water and camping. 
• Participation is lowest in the winter. 

Snowmobiling 
• Some prefer short distance riding, others prefer long distance riding, covering hundreds of miles 

in a day. 
• Speed, noise, and exhaust fumes are most common issues cited by adjacent landowners. 
• Interconnection between routes is key. Topography, habitats, and location are variable. 
• Trails need to be 12’ wide minimum. 

Wisconsin State Trails Facts2 
The Wisconsin DNR maintains a detailed chart about the 43 trails (over 2,000 miles) on the Wisconsin 
State Trail system. Most are rail trails (39), with 28 managed solely by counties and 13 by the DNR. Trail 
fees are required just over half (24). Completely non-motorized rail trails include: 

• The 10-mile Great Sauk State Trail in Sauk Prairie with walking and bicycling allowed. 
• The 12-mile Hank Aaron State Trail in Milwaukee, with walking and bicycling allowed. 
• The 7-mile Mound View State Trail between Belmont and Platteville, with walking and bicycling 

allowed. 
• The 14-mile Stower Seven Lakes State Trail between Amery and Dresser, with walking, bicycling, 

and cross-country skiing allowed. Ski trails are groomed.  

The 15-mile Red Cedar State Trail3 in Menominee allows walking, bicycling, and cross-country skiing. 
Seven miles of one end of the trail are groomed for skiing (walking and bicycling are prohibited on this 
section during ski season), and snowmobiles are allowed on two miles at the other end of the trail. The 
middle 6-mile segment allows only walking and bicycling, with skiing allowed on ungroomed trails. 

 
2 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/trails/pdfs/state_trail_system_facts.pdf  
3 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/name/redcedar/  

https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/trails/pdfs/state_trail_system_facts.pdf
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/name/redcedar/
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Wisconsin DNR Design Standards Handbook 
Chapter 30 of this handbook provides guidance for planning and design of various new trail types.  

Bicycle trails are two-way with a minimum width of 8’ and a preferable width of 10’. Vegetation is 
cleared to a minimum height of 10’, and 2’ on either side of the trail tread. Limestone aggregate size is 
3/8 inch or smaller, with a four to six-inch compacted thickness. Development features may include bike 
racks, rest areas, drinking water, picnic facilities, camp areas, informational boards, toilets, mileage 
markers, bicycle rental, and bicycle rental and repair. 

Cross-country ski trails should be designed with loops. Minimum width for vegetative removal is 6’ for a 
single track. Clearing height should be a minimum of 10’. Non-skiers and pets are not permitted on trails 
when snow covered.  A minimum of five to eight parking spaces should be provided per mile of trail. 
Amenities may include shelter, water, and toilets. Snowmobile trails have a minimum graded width of 
10’ and groomed width of 8’. One-way trails have a minimum graded width of 6’ and groomed width of 
4’. Vegetation should be cleared 12’ in height and 2’ on either edge of the groomed width. Support 
facilities may include drinking water, informational boards, toilets, mile markers, and warming shelters. 

Horse trails are a minimum of 4’ for one-way travel and 8’ for two-way travel. Vegetation should be 
cleared to a minimum height of 12’ and on 2’ of either side of the trail tread. Linear trails are acceptable 
on converted rail corridors. Minimum trail length is 3 miles. Water facilities should be sited at all parking 
lots and at 10-mile intervals. Other features may include hitching posts, mowed grassy areas, shade 
trees, tree trunk protectors, manure disposal area/cleaning equipment, toilets, picnic facilities, and 
informational boards. 

Chapter 90 provides guidance on parking lots. The standard parking stall should be 10’ wide and 20’ 
deep. Stalls for use by people with disabilities should be 11’ wide and 20’ deep, with a 5’ walk. Larger 
parking stalls for vehicles with trailers should be 10’ wide and 40’ deep. The number of large stalls 
should be based on anticipated use. 
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Minnesota DNR Trail Planning, Design, and Development Guidelines4 
This widely used guide is a comprehensive handbook for motorized and nonmotorized uses on rural 
trails. The guidebook covers profiles of various user types, including bicyclists, cross-country skiers, 
equestrians, pedestrians, and snowmobilers, as shown in the chart below. 

 Bicyclists Cross-Country 
Skiers 

Equestrians Pedestrians Snowmobilers 

Average Speed 6 – 25 mph 2 – 12 mph  3 – 9 mph 1 – 7 mph 20 – 50 mph  
Average 
Distance 

5 – 60 miles 2 – 30 miles 7 – 15 miles 2 – 15 miles 100 – 180 
miles 

Looped 
Configurations 

Preferred 
(recreational 
type only) 

Preferred Preferred Preferred 
(hiker type 
only) 

Preferred 

Trail Width 
Minimum 

8’ (2-way 
travel) 

8’ (two-track 
set, two-way 
travel), 6’ 
(one-track set, 
one- or two-
way travel) 

Unspecified 1.5’ (hikers) – 
4’ (wheelchair 
users) 

10’ (two-way 
trail), 8’ (one-
way trail) 

Regarding the mixing or separation of motorized and nonmotorized users, the guidebook advises, “With 
the exception of local access trails, motorized and nonmotorized uses are typically kept separate in most 
Minnesota applications.” 

Equestrian Design Guidebook for Trails, Trailheads, and Campgrounds5 
This US Forest Service guidebook provides a thorough overview of trail design for equestrians. The 
section on shared use trails covers single tread and multiple tread trails (an example is shown on the 
next page in Figure 3-15). The guide explains an example from Gilbert, AZ, where the town requires a 
buffer of six feet between horse treads and shared-use treads. Some communities combine user types in 
a single tread and may post educational information for how the uses can successfully co-exist. The 
guidebook also covers trailhead amenities, as shown in Table 7-1, and contains a detailed section on 
parking area design, shown in Figure 8-9. 

 
4 https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/publications/trails_waterways/index.html  
5 https://www.fs.fed.us/t-d/pubs/htmlpubs/htm07232816/toc.htm 

https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/publications/trails_waterways/index.html
https://www.fs.fed.us/t-d/pubs/htmlpubs/htm07232816/toc.htm
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Trails and Their Gateway Communities: A Case Study of Recreational Use Compatibility and 
Economic Impacts6 
This 2009 study surveyed 490 users of the Gandy Dancer State Trail in Polk and Burnett Counties, and 
conducted six focus group interviews. This trail, which allows hiking, bicycling, cross-country skiing 
(ungroomed) and snowmobiling, had an estimated 46,000 users between October 2006 and September 
2007. 

The study describes the differing viewpoints of motorized and nonmotorized users, with motorized 
users believing different uses are compatible, and nonmotorized users believing the opposite. 
Recreational trail managers “. . . appeared to prefer segregating uses. They specifically preferred to 
segregate uses by season.” Spending by the average trail user was $146 on items related to the trip, 
with $118 being spent in Polk or Burnett Counties. Approximately 110 jobs per year are related to “. . . 
economic activity stimulated by users of the Gandy Dancer Trail.”  

 

Economic Impacts of the Wisconsin State Park System7 
This 2013 report estimates the economic activity of various user types in the Wisconsin state park and 
trail system. Daily expenditures include $196 for snowmobilers, $85 for bicyclists, $54 for cross-country 
skiers, $35 for horseback riders, $31 for birders, $29 for hikers/walkers, and $19 for runners/joggers. 
People who visit state trails were estimated to spend $90/day compared to $51/day for state park 
visitors. 

Wisconsin Trail Etiquette & Safety Guidelines 
The Wisconsin DNR published a 16-page Trail Etiquette and Safety Guidelines brochure to establish 
norms for different types of trail users (both motorized and non-motorized). The guidelines give specific 
advice for how each user group on Wisconsin state trails can make safe choices for themselves and 
slower users.  

 
6 https://ghtrails.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Gandy-Dancer-study.pdf  
7 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/documents/EconImpact2013.pdf   

https://dnr.wi.gov/files/PDF/pubs/pr/PR0472.pdf
https://ghtrails.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Gandy-Dancer-study.pdf
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/documents/EconImpact2013.pdf
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• Bicyclists are encouraged to go slow when passing other users, giving an audible signal. They are 
also directed to obey traffic signs and signals. 

• Cross country skiers are told to yield the trail to skiers overtaking from behind, and to not 
obstruct intersections. 

• Equestrians are directed to obey posted speed limits, announce intentions to pass, and remove 
manure from trails. 

• Hikers are directed to stop when a horse is approaching and stay off groomed cross-country ski 
tracks. 

• Snowmobilers are encouraged to ride quietly around houses and non-riders. They are also 
instructed to not exceed 10 mph when traveling within 100’ of a non-motorized user. Around 
equestrians, snowmobilers are encouraged to stop when approaching and slow when passing.  
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Lessons Learned 
This review of related documents shows there is more current use and future demand for bicycling and 
walking than snowmobiling, cross-country skiing, horseback riding, and fat tire biking (i.e. more people 
participate annually in bicycling and walking than other activities). An evaluation of recreational 
compatibility between trail user types reveals that 1) equestrians are negatively impacted by bicyclists, 
2) cross country skiers and fat tire bikers are negatively impacted by snowmobilers, and 3) snowmobilers 
are negatively impacted by cross country skiers and fat tire bikers. 

In addition, with county park managers observing that demand is growing for rail-trail 
bicycling/hiking/running/walking, fat tire biking, cross-country skiing, and horseback riding in Northwest 
Wisconsin, these activities are ripe for expansion on the SSLST. Wisconsin DNR guidelines provide the 
framework for how infrastructure should be designed, by activity. There are opportunities to increase 
use with campsites, looped trail configurations, warming huts, and equestrian accommodations. With 
snowmobilers having an outsized impact on economic development (compared to other user types), it 
will be important to ensure the SSLST accommodates their use in locations with poor connectivity, while 
at the same time keeping wintertime uses separate. The overarching goal is to offer as many 
recreational opportunities as possible while maintaining each participant’s ability to successfully engage 
in their activity. 
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Chapter 5 - Alternatives Analysis 
The following alternatives analysis evaluates the possibilities of adding snowmobilers and equestrians to 
the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail (SSLST). In accordance with master planning requirements for 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR) properties, the planning team (Toole Design and Polk County 
staff) began with a public involvement process, summarized in the Chapter 3 and Appendix A. The team 
also reviewed related plans, design guidelines, and economic development reports, summarized in 
Chapter 4, to establish a baseline for existing and projected demand for trail user types and their design 
needs. The team evaluated alternatives by completing a field and desktop review of the corridor, using 
the following datasets: 

• Archaeological sites 
• Connections to nearby trails 
• Locations of water features 
• Parcel boundaries 
• Topographical features 
• Trail widths (shown in Figure 1) 
• Tree locations 

 

Figure 1. The typical width of the SSLST is 15', as measured between the outside of each shoulder. Minimum and maximum 
widths were determined by taking samples every mile, as shown in Figure 16. 

As a result of the previous public outreach and planning work, a set of seven alternatives were 
developed by Toole Design and approved by County staff, ranging from no access to full access for 
snowmobiling and equestrians on the SSLST: 

1. Snowmobile Alternative 1 (SA1) – Do not allow snowmobiles on any portion of the corridor. 
2. Snowmobile Alternative 2 (SA2) – Do not allow snowmobiles on any portion of the corridor, but 

widen shoulders between State Highway 46 and County Highway C. 
3. Snowmobile Alternative 3 (SA3) – Allow snowmobiles on the entire corridor with no changes to 

existing trail surface width. 
4. Snowmobile Alternative 4 (SA4) – Allow snowmobiles on a portion of the corridor on separate 

and shared trails. 
5. Equestrian Alternative 1 (EA1) – Do not allow equestrians on any portion of the corridor. 
6. Equestrian Alternative 2 (EA2) – Allow equestrians on the entire corridor with no changes to 

existing trail surface width. 
7. Equestrian Alternative 3 (EA3) – Allow equestrians on the corridor on separate trails. 
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Beyond the federal funding restriction regarding ATV use, building an additional parallel trail within the 
entire corridor was not an alternative under consideration due to archaeological and wetland site 
challenges. Each of the seven alternatives was evaluated on factors including cost, economic 
development impact, safety, tree removal, wetland impacts, user group displacement, and maintenance 
needs, as shown in Table 1. This evaluation is not intended to provide a preferred alternative; instead 
the purpose is to consider the relative difference of each alternative compared to the others. Supporting 
information for this evaluation can be found throughout Chapters 4 and 5. 

Table 1 Seven alternatives for snowmobiling and equestrians are evaluated using seven factors. Cells highlighted in green are 
the most desirable outcome under each factor. 

 Cost to 
Implement 

Economic 
Development 
Impact 

Safety for all Trail 
Users 

Tree 
Removal 

Wetland 
Impacts 

User Group 
Displacement 

Additional 
Maintenance 
Needs 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 1 
(SA1) 

Low Medium1 Medium Low Low Snowmobilers Low 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 2 
(SA2) 

High Low High Medium Medium Snowmobilers Medium 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 3 
(SA3) 

Low High Low Low Low Skiers, Bicyclists Medium 

Snowmobile 
Alternative 4 
(SA4) 

High Medium Medium High Medium None Medium 

Equestrian 
Alternative 1 
(EA1) 

Low Low High Low Low Equestrians Low 

Equestrian 
Alternative 2 
(EA2) 

Low Low Low Low Low Equestrians2 High 

Equestrian 
Alternative 3 
(EA3) 

High Medium High High High None Medium 

 

If and when non-status quo alternatives are recommended, additional resources for engineering, 
construction, and/or maintenance will need to be identified before implementation occurs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Trail amenities may be added to the SSLST to increase economic development, such as walk-in campsites for long 
distance bicyclists and warming huts for cross-country skiers. 
2 Even though equestrians would be allowed to use the SSLST under EA2, the Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor 
Recreation Plan (SCORP) indicates equestrians are deterred from horseback riding on trails that allow bicycling. 
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Snowmobile Alternatives  
There are four snowmobile Alternatives: 

1. Snowmobile Alternative 1 (SA1) – Do not allow snowmobiles on any portion of the corridor. 
2. Snowmobile Alternative 2 (SA2) – Do not allow snowmobiles on any portion of the corridor, but 

widen shoulders on a series of roads between State Highway 46 and County Highway C. 
3. Snowmobile Alternative 3 (SA3) – Allow snowmobiles on the entire corridor with no changes to 

existing trail surface width. 
4. Snowmobile Alternative 4 (SA4) – Allow snowmobiles on a portion of the corridor. 

Alternative SA1 is the status quo option, with continued displacement of snowmobilers. SA1 is a low-
cost option that results in low tree removal and wetland impacts. This option allows skiing, biking, and 
walking to continue during the snowmobiling season, and keeps the trail quiet throughout the year. This 
option is safest for non-motorized users, but presents safety concerns for snowmobilers riding on 
streets and becoming lost, particularly in the eastern 2.5-mile segment between State Highway 46 and 
County Highway C. 

Alternative SA2 was prepared by the planning team to present a potential solution for snowmobile 
safety and connectivity issues, as explained under Alternative SA4. Cost, tree removal, and wetland 
impacts occur where the on-street route would be widened, but safety concerns under Alternative SA1 
would be addressed. 

Alternative SA3 displaces cross-country skiers using groomed classic ski tracks, with a smaller 
percentage of skate skiers remaining. A substantial percentage of people walking and bicycling will also 
be displaced. Noise from snowmobiling will also be a concern to many property owners along the 
corridor.  

During the community engagement process, non-motorized users primarily expressed concerns about 
safety. While the planning team did not find data on crashes between snowmobilers and non-motorized 
users, these uses are incompatible as documented by Wisconsin’s Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor 
Recreation Plan3(SCORP). The plan finds that non-motorized uses are generally non-compatible with 
snowmobiling, “substantively altering their ability to successfully engage in the activity.” The same is 
true for snowmobiling. Non-motorized uses substantively alter the ability of snowmobilers to 
successfully engage in their activity. Additionally, design guidance from the Wisconsin DNR and 
Minnesota DNR4 does not generally support the idea of shared use between motorized and non-
motorized modes in winter. 

Out of Polk County’s four rail-trails, three offer groomed snowmobile tracks in the winter: Cattail State 
Trail5, Gandy Dancer State Trail6, and Sawmill County Trail7. While none of these rail-trails prohibit cross-
country skiing, they also don’t offer groomed cross-country ski tracks. While occasional skiers, bicyclists, 
and pedestrians may be seen, they are likely to be uncommon where snowmobiling takes place. As 
indicated in the SCORP, added snowmobile use on the SSLST will likely substantially reduce non-

 
3 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/scorp/  
4 https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/publications/trails_waterways/index.html 
5 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/name/cattail/  
6 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/name/gandydancer/ 
7 https://www.co.polk.wi.us/landinfotrailmaps  

https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/scorp/
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/publications/trails_waterways/index.html
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/name/cattail/
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/name/gandydancer/
https://www.co.polk.wi.us/landinfotrailmaps
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motorized use due to safety and noise concerns. Groomed snowmobile tracks are also not compatible 
with groomed classic style cross-country ski tracks.  

On the other hand, the SSLST is a potential network connection for snowmobiling between the Cattail 
State Trail (State Snowmobile Corridor 12) and Gandy Dancer State Trail (State Snowmobile Corridor 
43)8. The community engagement process revealed that snowmobilers’ strong desire for access to the 
SSLST is due to reasons of safety, network connectivity, and economic development. 

Many of the safety and network connectivity issues were related to a series of streets and roads west of 
the Cattail State Trailhead in Amery, including Baker Street, Baker Avenue, and County Highway C. 
According to the feedback, it is common for snowmobilers to get lost between State Highway 46 and 
County Highway C because of the circuitous, existing on-street route. Snowmobilers are currently riding 
on the road surfaces in narrow rights-of-way, leading to potential conflicts with motorists. For the 
snowmobile community, access to the SSLST has long been viewed as a potential solution to this safety 
issue, as demonstrated by the many requests for sharing the SSLST corridor.  

The benefit of economic development due to snowmobiling has been verified through a 2013 DNR 
report, Economic Impacts of the Wisconsin State Park System9. Snowmobilers spend twice as much as 
bicyclists and four times more than cross-country skiers per trip (see Figure 2). However, it is also 
important to note the average length of season for snowmobiling in Polk County has been four weeks 
during the past 10 years. To take economic advantage of this short season, it is important to provide a 
clear, seamless network connection for snowmobilers to make trips through the western side of Amery. 

 
8 https://www.co.polk.wi.us/vertical/Sites/%7BA1D2EAAA-7A29-46D6-BF1A-
12B71F23A6E1%7D/uploads/ParksDeptSnowmobileATVTrailsMap2015.pdf  
9 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/documents/EconImpact2013.pdf   

https://www.co.polk.wi.us/vertical/Sites/%7BA1D2EAAA-7A29-46D6-BF1A-12B71F23A6E1%7D/uploads/ParksDeptSnowmobileATVTrailsMap2015.pdf
https://www.co.polk.wi.us/vertical/Sites/%7BA1D2EAAA-7A29-46D6-BF1A-12B71F23A6E1%7D/uploads/ParksDeptSnowmobileATVTrailsMap2015.pdf
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/parks/documents/EconImpact2013.pdf
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Figure 2. Snowmobiling is one of the activities with the highest expenditures per trip in Wisconsin’s State Park and Trail system. 

Alternative SA4 is a compromise solution that addresses multiple issues raised during the community 
engagement process and displaces no user group within the eastern 2.5-mile segment of the SSLST.  

In response to the specific safety problem west of Amery, and the potential added economic benefits for 
the community, the planning team created Alternative SA4 (and SA2) to address how the existing 
snowmobile trail between State Highway 46 and County Highway C could be improved. Three 
snowmobile facility types were examined: 1) Snowmobile shoulder trail, 2) Separated snowmobile and 
cross-country ski trail, and 3) Shared snowmobile and cross-country ski trail. Three segments were 
evaluated: A) State Highway 46 to Harriman Avenue S, B) Harriman Avenue S to Baker Terrace, and C) 
Baker Terrace to County Highway C. 

The interplay between facility types, segments, and alternatives explained in the following section is 
summarized in Table 2 on page 40. 
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Snowmobile Facility Types 
The three types of snowmobile trails considered between State Highway 46 and County Highway C were 
based on the following criteria:  

• Keep snowmobilers separate from motorists for safety. 
• Connect snowmobilers using a trail that has qualities like other snowmobile trails (groomed 

surface separate from other uses). 
• Maintain 2-way travel were possible, so that snowmobilers may safely pass one another. 
• Follow Wisconsin DNR trail design standards. 

Trail Type 1- Shoulder Snowmobile Trail 
 

 

• The trail would be a shoulder extension of the road. 
• The minimum graded trail width would be 10’ and the groomed width would be 8’ for two-way 

travel. 
• Vegetation would need to be cleared height of 12’ and 2’ beyond the trail width on the 

vegetative (non-road) side of the trail. 
• Wetland mitigation, alteration to drainage structures, overhead power line relocations, and 

altered road plowing practices may be required. 

Trail Type 2- Separated Snowmobile and Cross-Country Ski Trails  
 

 

• A minimum graded snowmobile trail width of 10’, with a groomed width of 8’ would be added 
within the SSLST corridor. 

• The cross-country/bicycle/pedestrian trail would remain in its current location (average width of 
15’). 

• Vegetation would need to be cleared to a height of 12’ and 2’ clear zones on snowmobile trail. 
On the cross-country ski/bicycle/pedestrian trail, the cleared height of 10’ and 2’ clear zones 
would remain. 
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• A physical buffer with a varied width (minimum of 6’) between snowmobile trail and cross-
country ski trail would exist. A physical buffer is horizontal or vertical, and may include 
vegetation, trees, fencing, and/or drainage and may widen or narrow based on topographical or 
environmental features. 

• Pedestrians, bicyclists, people who snowshoe, and cross-country skiers would be prohibited 
(through signs) from using the snowmobile trail during snowmobile season but would be 
allowed use at other times of the year. 

Trail Type 3- Shared Snowmobile and Cross-Country Ski Trail 
  

 

• The existing trail would be maintained or widened to a minimum graded trail width of 14’ (10’ 
trail + 2’ shoulders), with one groomed track for cross-country skiers on one side and one 
groomed track for snowmobilers on the other.  

• Two-way travel for each user type would require informal yielding. 
• Vegetation would be cleared to a height of 12’ above the snowmobile side of the trail, 10’ above 

cross-country ski side of the trail, and 2’ wide on either side of entire trail. 
• Signs and regulations (i.e. low snowmobile speed limits, yielding to oncoming traffic) signs 

would be needed to educate trail users. 
• Pedestrians, fat tire bikers, and people who snowshoe would be directed through signs to use 

the snowmobile side of trail, to preserve the groomed classic cross-country ski track. 

Snowmobile Trail Segments 
As shown in Figure 3, three segments were considered for snowmobile use: Segment A – State Highway 
46 to Harriman Ave S, Segment B – Harriman Ave S to Baker Terrace, and Segment C – Baker Terrace to 
County Highway C.  
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Figure 3. Three snowmobile facility types were examined between State Highway 46 and County Highway C in three segments: 
A, B1/B2, and C1/C2. 
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Segment A: Highway 46 to Harriman Ave S 
Segment A between State Highway 46 and Harriman Avenue S is a one-block segment marking the 
current eastern end of the SSLST, as shown in Figure 4. With adequate right-of-way along with flat 
topography and no trees, Alternative SA4 includes separated snowmobile and cross-country ski trails 
(Trail Type 2) in this segment, as shown in Figure 5.  

 

 

Figure 4. Segment A is a 1-block stretch of the eastern end of the SSLST, with a separate 
snowmobile trail. 

Potential impacts 

• None anticipated. 
• Projected cost is low. 

 

Figure 5. Adequate space exists for separated snowmobile trail south of the existing limestone, cross-country ski trail, between 
Highway 46 and Harriman Avenue S (Trail Type 2). 
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Segment B: Harriman Avenue S to Baker Terrace 
Segment B between Harriman Avenue S and Baker Terrace is a 0.5-mile segment. Two options were 
examined in this segment, as shown in Figures 6, 7, and 8.  

 

 

Figure 6. Two options were examined in Segment B between Harriman Avenue S and Baker Terrace. Option B1 runs along 
Baker Street, and Option B2 runs along the SSLST. 

Option B1 (developed for Alternative SA2) 
Option B1 runs along the shoulder of Baker Street, between Harriman Avenue S and Baker Terrace. The 
right-of-way varies from 40’ at Harriman Avenue S to 100’ at Baker Terrace. There is light tree coverage, 
existing overhead power lines, and an existing ditch on the north side. A snowmobile shoulder trail (Trail 
Type 1) is possible on the north side of Baker Street.  

Potential impacts 

• Moderate site grading to accommodate shoulder snowmobile trail. 
• Light to moderate vegetation removal to accommodate shoulder snowmobile trail. 
• Power line and street light relocations may be necessary. 
• Alignment is adjacent to three residential parcels on the north side, with possible driveway 

culvert and mailbox relocations. 
• Plows will likely need to push snow exclusively to the opposite side of the street to preserve 

groomed snowmobile trail. To maintain the highest quality trail possible, meet with 
representative of the City of Amery snow plow crew during the design phase if Alternative SA2 is 
pursued. 

• The projected cost is high. 

 
Option B2 (developed for Alternative SA4) 
Option B2 runs within the SSLST corridor between Harriman Avenue S and Baker Terrace. The right-of-
way is 100’, with moderate tree coverage and drop-offs on either side of the trail. Separated 
snowmobile and cross-country ski trails (Trail Type 2) are possible for most of the segment. An 
approximate 500’ section of shared snowmobile and cross-country ski trails (Trail Type 3) may be 
necessary in the middle due to steep drop-offs between North and South Twin Lakes. (see Figure 6).  
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Potential impacts 

• Moderate site grading to accommodate separate snowmobile trail. 
• Moderate vegetation removal to accommodate separate snowmobile trail within a 1,000’ 

segment. The tree cover is typical of the upland Northern Hardwood type including ash, oak, 
birch, aspen, and maple. Approximately 100 trees per acre exist. 

• Constrained segment between North Twin Lake and South Twin Lake may require trail widening 
and vegetative removal. Fencing may be needed for safety reasons. 

• The projected cost is medium. 
 

 

Figure 7. Option B1 (on the left) includes an expanded north side shoulder along Baker Street (Trail Type 1), for use by 
snowmobilers. Option B2 (on the right) includes a shared snowmobile and cross-country ski trail (Trail Type 3) 

 

Figure 8. Option B2 would require moderate vegetative removal and grading to construct Trail Type 2 (Separated Snowmobile 
and Cross-Country Ski Trails). 
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Segment C: Baker Terrace to County Highway C (115th St)  
Segment C between Baker Terrace and County Highway C is a 1-mile segment. Two options were 
examined in this segment, as shown in Figure 9. 

 

 

 
Figure 9. Two options were examined in Segment C between Baker Terrace and County Highway C. Option C1 runs along 
Baker Street, Baker Avenue, 110th Street, 70th Avenue, and County Highway C. Option C2 runs along the SSLST. 

 
Option C1 (developed for Alternative SA2) 
Option C1 runs along the existing snowmobile route, including Baker Street, Baker Avenue, 110th Street, 
70th Avenue, and County Highway C. There are moderate elevation changes along this route and light to 
moderate amounts of vegetation. There are existing overhead power lines, one house embankment, 
signs, and mailboxes. A snowmobile shoulder trail (Trail Type 1) may be possible on the north side of 
Baker Street. The existing route is circuitous. 

Potential impacts 

• Moderate site grading to accommodate shoulder snowmobile trail. 
• Moderate vegetation removal to accommodate shoulder snowmobile trail. 
• Delineated wetlands adjacent to right-of-way (north and south sides along Baker Avenue near 

intersection with 109th Street). 
• Sign relocations likely necessary. 
• Alternative is adjacent to several residential parcels, with possible driveway culvert and mailbox 

relocations. 
• Plows will likely need to push snow exclusively to the opposite side of the roads to preserve 

groomed snowmobile trail. To maintain the highest quality trail possible, meet with 
representatives of the City of Amery, Town of Lincoln, and Polk County snow plow crews during 
the design phase if Alternative SA2 is pursued. 

• The projected cost is medium. 
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Option C2 (developed for Alternative SA4) 
Option C2 runs within the SSLST corridor between Baker Terrace and County Highway C. The right-of-
way is 100’, with heavy tree coverage and drop-offs on either side of the trail. Separated snowmobile 
and cross-country ski trails (Trail Type 2) are possible in the middle portion of the segment. Sections of 
shared snowmobile and cross-country ski trails (Trail Type 3) are likely necessary on either end of the 
segment due to steep drop-offs between existing wetlands. (see Figure 10). 

Potential impacts 

• Moderate site grading to accommodate separate snowmobile trail. 
• Moderate vegetation removal to accommodate separate snowmobile trail. 
• Delineated wetlands exist adjacent to right-of-way (north and south sides). 
• Constrained segment may require trail widening and vegetative removal. Existing fences may 

need to be moved and/or expanded for improved safety. 
• The projected cost is medium. 

 

Figure 10. This constrained area along Option C2 has been identified as a potential Trail Type 3 (Shared Snowmobile and Cross-
County Ski Trail). 
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Table 2. Summary of snowmobile options under Alternatives SA2 and SA4, between State Highway 46 and County Highway C 

Segment Option Facility Type Alternative 
A (State Highway 46 to 
Harriman Avenue) 

n/a Separated snowmobile 
and cross-country ski 
trails (Trail Type 2) 

Alternative SA4 (allow 
snowmobiles on a 
portion of the corridor) 

B (Harriman Avenue to 
Baker Terrace) 

B1 Shoulder snowmobile 
trail (Trail Type 1) 

Alternative SA2 (do not 
allow snowmobiles on 
any portion of the 
corridor, but widen 
shoulders) 

B2 Separated snowmobile 
and cross-country ski 
trails (Trail Type 2); 
Shared snowmobile 
and cross-country ski 
trail (Trail Type 3) 

Alternative SA4 (allow 
snowmobiles on a 
portion of the corridor) 

C (Baker Terrace to 
County Highway C) 

C1 Shoulder snowmobile 
trail (Trail Type 1) 

Alternative SA2 (do not 
allow snowmobiles on 
any portion of the 
corridor, but widen 
shoulders) 

C2 Separated snowmobile 
and cross-country ski 
trails (Trail Type 2); 
Shared snowmobile 
and cross-country ski 
trail (Trail Type 3) 

Alternative SA4 (allow 
snowmobiles on a 
portion of the corridor) 
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Equestrian Alternatives 
There are three primary equestrian Alternatives: 

1. Equestrian Alternative 1 (EA1) – Do not allow equestrians on any portion of the corridor. 
2. Equestrian Alternative 2 (EA2) – Allow equestrians on the entire corridor with no changes to 
existing trail width. 
3. Equestrian Alternative 3 (EA3) – Allow equestrians on the corridor on separate or side-by-side 
trails. 

During the community engagement process, non-motorized users were primarily concerned about the 
negative effects of use due to a damaged trail surface and horse manure, which could be mitigated by 
building a parallel trail for equestrians. Maintenance of the trail would require additional resources due 
to trail surface damage by horse hooves. While the planning team did not find data on crashes between 
equestrians and non-motorized users, these uses are incompatible as documented by Wisconsin’s 
Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan10(SCORP). The plan finds that equestrians are 
generally non-compatible with bicyclists, “substantively altering (equestrians) ability to successfully 
engage in the activity.” This finding supports alternatives EA1 and EA3. Alternative EA2 is likely to pose 
significant safety challenges for equestrians due to the quiet and fast nature of bicyclists.  

The US Forest Service’s Equestrian Design Guidebook for Trail, Trailheads, and Campgrounds11 contains 
guidance on creating separate trails within a corridor to address non-compatibility between equestrians 
and bicyclists (see Figure 11).  

 

Figure 11. The US Forest Service's Equestrian Design Guidebook for Trails, Trailheads, and Campgrounds was used as a reference 
for examination of equestrian alternatives. 

  

 
10 https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/scorp/  
11 https://www.fs.fed.us/t-d/pubs/htmlpubs/htm07232816/toc.htm  

https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/lands/scorp/
https://www.fs.fed.us/t-d/pubs/htmlpubs/htm07232816/toc.htm


 

46 
 

Equestrian Trail Types 
Two types of equestrian trail types were considered:      

• Separated equestrian and bicycle/pedestrian  
• Side-by-side equestrian and bicycle/pedestrian.  

Separated trails contain a minimum 6’ physical buffer between user types, while side-by-side trails 
contain a minimum 2’ physical buffer. 

Trail Type 4- Separate Equestrian and Bicycle/Pedestrian Trails  
 

 

• The existing bicycle/pedestrian/cross-country ski trail would be maintained for exclusive use. 
• A separate horseback riding trail would be constructed with width of 8’ for two-way travel or 4’ 

for one-way travel (two-way informal yield condition). 
• Vegetation would be removed to a cleared height of 12’ and 2’ wide on either side of horse trail  
• A minimum 6’ physical buffer (i.e. existing vegetation) would be provided between the 

horseback riding trail and bicycle/pedestrian/cross-country ski trail. The equestrian trail may 
meander based on existing topographical, vegetative, and water features (see image above and 
Figure 12). 

• Signs would be needed to direct horseback riders to their trail. 

 

Figure 12. Example of Trail Type 4, featuring separate equestrian (orange arrow) and bicycle/pedestrian (green arrow) trails on 
the Luce Line Trail, near Orono, MN 
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Trail Type 5- Side-by-Side Equestrian and Bicycle/Pedestrian Trails 
 

 

• Except in short, constrained segments, maintain/construct 18’ trail width with 8’ for 
bicyclists/pedestrians/cross-country skiers, 4’ for equestrians (two-way informal yield 
condition), and minimum 2’ buffer in between uses. 2’ shoulders are also needed. (see image 
above and Figure 13).  

• Signs would be needed to direct users to designated trails, as well as educate bicyclists on the 
need to slow down when approaching equestrians and announce their presence. 

• Remove vegetation to a cleared height of 12’ on equestrian side of trail, 10’ on 
bicyclist/pedestrian/cross-country skier side of trail, and 2’ wide on outside edges.  

 

Figure 13. Example of Trail Type 5, featuring side-by-side equestrian (orange arrow) and bicycle/pedestrian (green arrow) trails 
on the Luce Line Trail near Mayer, MN 
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Existing Trail Dimensions 
The existing dimensions of the SSLST are shown in Figures 14 and 16. The trail averages 15’ in width, 
when measured between the outside edges of each shoulder. The range is between 13’ and 17’. In 
locations where the SSLST is constrained by wetland or archaeological sites, Trail Type 4 (separated 
equestrian and bicycle/pedestrian trails) will likely not be a possibility, making Trail Type 5 (side-by-side 
equestrian and bicycle/pedestrian trails) the preferred type. With 18’ being the minimum width for Trail 
Type 5, trail widening will be necessary in most locations under Alternative EA3, leading to a higher 
degree of cost, tree removal, and wetland impacts. Figure 17 illustrates areas constrained by wetlands 
within the SSLST corridor, totaling four out of 13 miles. 

In addition to wetland constraints, much of the SSLST corridor includes steep slopes. While it may be 
possible to construct Trail Type 4 in segments not impacted by wetlands (see Figure 15), slopes of 20% 
or greater may be another limiting factor, as illustrated in Figure 18. 

 

 

Figure 14. The typical width of the SSLST is 15', measured between the outside of each shoulder. 

 

 

Figure 15. An example of a segment of the SSLST (looking east from 68th Avenue in Wanderoos) that does not contain wetlands 
or steep slopes. In this scenario, Trail Type 4 is a likely possibility. 
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Figure 16. Sample trail widths along the SSLST, taken at approximate 1-mile intervals. 
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Figure 17. Sections of the SSLST that are constrained by wetlands and other wet-type soils. 
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Figure 18. Slopes of 20% or more may pose another limitation toward establishing equestrian trails within the SSLST corridor. 
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Stower Seven Lakes State Trail Master Plan  
 

Appendix A: Community Engagement Report 
Key Findings, Engagement Strategies, and Detailed Responses 

 

 

The Stower Seven Lakes State Trail west of Amery. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The purpose of this community engagement report is to summarize outreach activities and results of 
engaging community members around the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail Master Plan (Plan). Input 
revealed findings for the project team to further analyze and drive recommendations in the Plan. 

 

 

Illustration of Plan development process: community input informs key findings which lead to recommendations and implementation 
strategies. 

The targeted public outreach for this project occurred in two phases, one occurring in the summer/fall 
of 2018 and the other in the fall/winter of 2019.  Two separate phases were utilized to gather public 
sentiment primarily because there was a change in the considered use on the trail; from potentially 
allowing ATV/UTV use in the first phase, to not considering them in phase two. The main reason for 
eliminating ATV/UTV as a considered use is the likely payback of the federal grant that was used to 
resurface the trail, if they were allowed. Each phase included a variety of strategies to gather input. The 
results of all input strategies culminated in a set of key findings.  

KEY FINDINGS 
The following key findings are a result of both phases of input and guided recommendations in the Plan.  

1) There is strong interest in trail-based recreation in Polk County. Interest in the master 
planning process for the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail (SSLST) is high. For example, the public 
input survey that was conducted in the summer of 2018 had nearly 2,000 responses, the public 
hearing on July 31, 2018 had over 200 people in attendance, the October 22, 2019 open house 
was well attended (73 attendees), and 44 people sent emails to the planning team in a short 
period of time. Residents in general, and trail user groups in particular, continue to contribute a 
significant amount of input into the process. Local government officials and economic 
development staff are eager to come to a resolution and begin marketing Polk County’s existing 
diverse array of trails. 

2) The public is roughly divided on the possibilities of adding snowmobilers and 
horseback riders to the SSLST.  Analysis of paper surveys shows that higher numbers of 
respondents are opposed to adding snowmobilers and horseback riders to the SSLST. Analysis 
of open-ended comments reveal that a majority of opinions expressed support for adding 
snowmobilers and horseback riders. Past surveys taken in 2018 reveal a similar, nearly even, 
divide. Local government agencies and economic development agencies have either taken 
positions against adding motorized uses or remained neutral. Most people agree the process has 
been challenging. 

3) Non-motorized users are concerned about safety, noise, a damaged trail surface, 
and displacement. There are many reasons walkers, bicyclists, and cross-country skiers are 
concerned about adding snowmobilers and horseback riders to the SSLST. In the paper survey, 

Community Engagement Report 

Community input Key findings Plan 
Recommendations

Implementation 
strategies
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most were opposed to adding snowmobilers because of safety, noise, and damage to groomed 
cross-country ski paths. Opposition to horseback riding revolved around damage to the trail 
surface and horse manure. In the open-ended comments, non-motorized users were most 
concerned about discouraging their use of the trail and the limited amount of space dedicated to 
non-motorized users in Polk County. The Friends of the SSLST group has already invested 
significant volunteer resources into maintaining the trail for non-motorized users. 

4) Snowmobilers and equestrians are concerned about safety, economic development, 
sharing, and network connectivity. There are also many reasons snowmobilers and 
equestrians want to be added to the SSLST. In the paper survey, snowmobilers expressed 
reasons due to safety (due to the existing, parallel snowmobile trail traversing lakes, ditches, and 
fields), economic development, and connectivity between other rail-trails that already allow 
snowmobiling. The majority of comments in support of equestrian use centered around having a 
trail inclusive of all user types. Over 30 equestrians emailed the planning team to express their 
support for inclusion. In open-ended comments and listening sessions, snowmobilers expressed 
concern about navigating areas immediately west of Amery and losing access to private 
properties along the existing snowmobile trail paralleling the SSLST. Snowmobilers are eager to 
devote volunteer resources to maintaining the trail for their use. 

 

Approximately 75 community members attended an open house at Amery Community Center on October 22, 2019 
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PHASE 1:  
The initial planning process involved both the SSLST and the Cattail State Trail. Both trails were in need 
of a master plan and since they occupy the same former rail corridor, it made sense to plan for both at 
the same time. The SSLST has been the trail with the most interest from the public in terms of allowed 
uses since its inception, so more focus was placed on it.  

With this in mind, Polk County conducted a robust public engagement process to gauge public 
sentiment on the SSLST and address any concerns of the public. Phase 1 involved the creation of a 
Subcommittee for steering and reviewing public input, development of a public opinion survey, hosting 
an open house on the Plan, and holding a public hearing on the draft Plan. Polk County created a public 
engagement plan for these activities which was reviewed at a public meeting and accepted by the 
Environmental Services Committee (ESC). 

PHASE 1: Public Engagement Plan (2018) 
Date Activities To Be Completed 
March 21st 

ESC 
Meeting 

1. Environmental Services Committee (ESC) receives and reviews work plan for the trail 
planning process 

2. ESC decides on the number of subcommittee members and how to select them 
a. Number of members = 7 
b. Selection procedures for Subcommittee 
 Representation make up of Subcommittee: 1 member will be from the ESC and 

will chair the subcommittee; 1 member of the Friends of Stower Seven Lakes 
Trail; remaining 5 members will be chosen by the ESC from applications 
received by the county 

 Application process to the county with advertisement in the paper on April 
11th 

 Application available online and in Parks Office 
 Applications due by Friday May 11th  

c. Role of Subcommittee:  
 It is a steering committee that is advisory to ESC 
 At a minimum, carry out these public input opportunities: surveys, open 

houses, public hearings, and open meetings 
 Recommend uses on Stower Seven Lakes and Cattail Trails 
 Issue identification and purposes described in NR 44.04(7)(e) 
 Max number of meetings for the Subcommittee = 6, including the open house 

and public hearing 
 Sunset date for Subcommittee = 9/15/18 

By 4/25 ESC 
Meeting 

1. ESC will receive a copy of the draft master plans of each trail, based on current uses 
2. Draft of roles and scope of the project for subcommittee members is developed  
3. Develop a project webpage that will be used to communicate information to the public 

about this project, updated by Parks Dept and contains the following project info: 
o Subcommittee meeting agendas and minutes 
o Draft plans 
o Maps 
o Survey link and results 
o Background info 
o Other project documents 

4. Press release about the project in local papers 
5. Letters about this project sent to local units of government and stakeholder groups 
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May 23rd 
ESC 
Meeting 

1. Selections for the subcommittee will be submitted to ES Committee (ES Committee will 
make selections at this meeting) 

2. Finalize process for developing Trail Plans for Stower Seven Lakes and Cattail Trails From
 M

ay 29
th through  

Septem
ber 15

th   

Subcommittee Meeting #1 
1. Tentative Agenda: 
o Roles/Responsibilities/Ground rules established 
o Background information on the 2 trails distributed and discussed at this meeting 
o Issue identification 
o Additional information for the project is identified and gathered prior to 2nd or 3rd  

meeting 
o Begin discussion on public survey questions 

Subcommittee Meeting #2 
1. Tentative Agenda: 
o Online public opinion survey developed and available for ~ 1 month  
o Background info and issues will be reviewed and discussed From

 M
ay 29

th through Septem
ber 15

th   

Subcommittee Meeting #3 
1. Tentative Agenda 
o Subcommittee will hold a public hearing on the draft plans 
o Set date for reviewing of public hearing information  

Subcommittee meeting #4 
1. Tentative Agenda 

o Review background info, survey results, and public hearing comments 
o Develop initial use and maintenance alternatives and recommendations for the 

plans 
Subcommittee Meeting #5 
1. Tentative Agenda: 
o Subcommittee will review comments from public hearing 
o Subcommittee will make updates to their recommendations in the draft plans 
o Subcommittee will set an open house meeting to review their final recommendations 
o Notice for open house 

Subcommittee Meeting #6 
1. Tentative Agenda: 
o Subcommittee holds open house to showcase their recommended plans to the public 
o Subcommittee makes motion to recommend adoption of their draft Trail Plans to the 

ESC 
o Additional meeting if necessary 

At 2nd ESC 
meeting in 
September  

1. ES Committee will review recommendations from subcommittee and make a 
recommendation on Trail Plans 

2. Recommended Trail Plans sent to DNR for review and updates 
1st ESC 
meeting in 
October 

1. Update Trail Plans with any required info from DNR 
2. Recommend adoption of Trail Plans to County Board at October meeting 

October 
County 
Board 
Meeting 

1. County Board will review the recommendations of the Subcommittee, ES Committee and 
DNR, and approve the Trail Plans for the Stower Seven Lakes Trail and the Cattail Trail 
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SUBCOMMITTEE 
The Subcommittee that was created included a total of seven members and were 
representative of the different identified stakeholder groups for the trails, which were: 
Friends of the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail, Polk County Snowmobile and ATV 
Council, local units of government along the trail corridors, general public, and a 
member of the ESC who served as the Chair of the Subcommittee. The purpose of the 
Subcommittee was to steer the process, collect and synthesize public input, and provide 
recommendation to the ESC on the trail uses based on public opinion. There were 6 
total meetings held by the Subcommittee all of them occurring in Balsam Lake:  

Meeting #1: The Subcommittee had a conversation about uses and activities 
observed or participated in on the trail, what they enjoy/don’t enjoy about the 
trail, concerns about the trail, insights about the future of the trail, and how they 
can work together on this planning process. Preliminary discussions took place 
about the survey and what should be included. Members also discussed what 
information should be part of their future meetings as background information 
for the planning process.  

Meeting #2: The Subcommittee reviewed the example survey questions from 
staff, along with bringing their question ideas from home and selected their 
choices. Future meeting dates and agendas were established, including a public 
hearing. 

Meeting #3: The Subcommittee reviewed the draft Plan and chose to have the 
existing uses represented as the uses for the draft plan that went to public 
hearing. Discussion took place on rules and operations for public hearing. The 
survey was finalized and released shortly after the public hearing.  
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Meeting #4: The public hearing was held at Unity School. See the “Public 
Hearing” section below for more details. 

Meeting #5: The Subcommittee reviewed the information from the public 
hearing, survey, and other public input and made a recommendation for the plan. 

Meeting #6: The Subcommittee held an open house to inform the public of their 
recommendation to the ESC regarding uses. 

PUBLIC OPINION SURVEY 
A public opinion survey was developed, distributed, and analyzed as part of the planning 
process. The survey was available both in paper and online formats and open for over 
30-days. Nearly 2,000 individuals responded. Following is a copy of the survey and 
results: 
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In terms of uses, the survey was evenly split between those in favor of keeping the trail 
as non-motorized and those who were in favor of adding motorized uses.  
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When respondents were asked in Question #1 what state they were a resident of 
nearly 90% replied that they were Wisconsin residents. 

 

When survey participants were asked in Question #2 what their zip code was, approximately 
65% of the responses were from zip codes within Polk County. Trail mangers wanted to 
compare users by locations within Polk County.  The vast majority of users (820) live within 5 
miles of the trail.  In addition Polk County residents further than 5 miles of the trail are living 
further than 5 miles are using the trail (320).  The survey also indicates that residence from St 
Croix County and Barron County are utilizing the trails. 
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For Question #3, just over 50% of respondents of the survey were 46 to 65 years old.  This is 
consistent with the demographics of Polk County.  

 

 

 

When asked in Question #4 why the respondents used the trails, by far the most popular reply 
was for recreation purposes. 
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Question #5 represents the public’s demand for recreational use on the Stower and Cattail 
Trails. The responses are also indicative of the user participating in more than one activity on 
the trails. The top four uses are hiking/walking/running at 18%, bicycling at 16%, ATV riding at 
15%, scenery and viewing at 14%, and snowmobiling at 14%.  

 

 

The results for Question #6 were not included in this report due to the question pertaining 
exclusively to the Cattail State Trail and not the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail.  

For Question #7, when asked how often respondent used the Stower Trail, the most popular 
answer was 1-5 times per year. About 25% of survey takers indicated that they do not use the 
Stower Trail at all in a year.   
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 Question #8 was removed from the survey results of the SSLST Master Planning process due 
to the question pertaining to ATV and UTV usage, which is no longer being considered by the 
county for this trail. 

In Question #9, 61% of the people who responded to this survey indicated that they would still 
use the trail if snowmobiles were added.  39% of the respondents indicated that they would no 
longer use the trail.  Phase 2 of the public participation directly asked a question to get an idea 
of why people said no.   
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Question #10 was removed from the survey results of the SSLST Master Planning process, again 
due to the question pertaining to the Cattail State Trail. 

 

Question #11 asked landowners within 1,000 feet, what their use preference for the SSLST 
would be. Those that replied that they were an adjacent landowner to the trail were fairly 
evenly split on allowing ATV/UTV’s and snowmobiles, which matches the general public view on 
these uses.  
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In question #12, respondents indicated that having a trail as part of an interconnected system 
was extremely important, with this response totaling more than the other 4 choices combined. 
The options given were 1 = not important, 3 = somewhat important, and 5 = extremely 
important. This slide highlights the fact that users are looking for systems of trails for their uses 
and is recognized as an objective of the master plan.  

 

Question #13, gauged the view on shared use of trails on trail experience. The majority or 
about 43% stated that it was very important. The same ranking system as #12 was used here. 
Since the majority of responses indicated that shared trail use was important, the second phase 
of this process looked into how these different uses interact on shared trails and refined more 
what they public thinks about specifics of shared uses. 

168

67

313 310

1106

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1 2 3 4 5

N
um

be
r o

f R
es

po
ns

es

Star Rankings

Question #12: How important is it to you to have a trail 
as part of an interconnected system?



 

A-16 
 

 

When asked if trail funding matters to a trail or trail system, the vast majority (95%) answered 
“Yes”. 

 

When posed the question about whether or not trails have an important impact on tourism, a 
whopping 98% of survey takers replied “Yes”. 
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When polled to see which type of trail would be most beneficial to Polk County, roughly equal 
numbers replied multi-use motorized and multi-use non-motorized.  Results of this slide helped 
review the different possible alternative use options and be able to drill down in Phase 2. 

 

 

98%

2%

Yes No
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

Question #15: Do trails have an important impact 
on tourism?

41.4% 42.6%

15.9%

Multi-use Motorized Multi-use Non-Motorized Multi-use
0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

30.0%

35.0%

40.0%

45.0%

Question #16: Which trail type do you feel would 
have the greatest benefit for Polk County?



 

A-18 
 

To help gauge the impact on economic development the Stower Trail has, question #17 was 
asked to see how often users of the trail also patronize local businesses. The most common 
response (about 52%) was that they always visited a local business when using the SSLST.   

 

 

The final question of the survey attempted to see how much volunteer support there might be 
for maintaining the SSLST. An impressive 73% said that they would be willing to volunteer to 
help maintain the trail. These results showcase that groups such as the Friends of the Stower 
Seven Lakes State Trail and the Polk County ATV and Snowmobile Council provide great 
volunteer support for the trails in Polk County. 
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PUBLIC HEARING 
A public hearing was conducted on the draft Plan for the Stower Seven Lakes and Cattail Trails. The 
hearing occurred at the Unity High School Auditorium on July 31st, 2018 from 6-8pm. Over 200 
interested people attended this hearing and 55 people provided verbal comments for the county. 36 of 
verbal commenters spoke in favor of keeping the Stower Trail non-motorized and 19 of verbal 
commenters spoke in favor of opening the Stower Trail as a multi-use motorized trail. In addition, there 
were written comments submitted as part of the public hearing process. In total, there were 197 
comments submitted in favor of keeping the SSLST as a non-motorized trail, 31 comments in favor of 
opening the trail to be a multi-use motorized trail, and 2 comments in favor of adding equestrian uses. A 
number of concerns were also raised via written and verbal comment during the public hearing. These 
concerns have been organized into categorizes and have been addressed by this process HERE. 
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OPEN HOUSE 

After the draft plan went been through the public hearing process and the Subcommittee reviewed the 
findings, the Subcommittee made changes to the draft Plan. The updated draft Plan recommendations 
were presented to the public at an open house style meeting, before it went to the ESC. This meeting 
was informational only. Several dozen interested parties attended.  
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PHASE 1 NEXT STEPS 

After conducting the above public engagement activities and holding meetings, the Subcommittee 
developed a recommendation, based on their interpretation and consideration of public input. The 
Subcommittee recommendation was to continue with the existing allowed uses on the Stower Trail, 
along with adding equestrians in the warm season and snowmobiles in the winter, when conditions 
allow.  

This recommendation was forwarded to the Environmental Services Committee. The ESC considered 
the information presented to them from the Subcommittee and forwarded the same recommendation 
to the full Polk County Board of Supervisors for their consideration in the fall of 2018.  

The Polk County Board of Supervisors reviewed the materials from the process and made amendments 
to the Plan at their October 18, 2018 meeting. This amended plan was then sent to the DNR for their 
review and approval. The DNR made comments on the identified deficiencies in the Plan which Polk 
County needed to address before they would approve it. In order to adequately address the concerns 
of the DNR, the County chose to add a new process which included hiring of a professional firm, Toole 
Design, and lead to phase 2 of the process. 

PHASE 2: 
Phase 2 involved several changes to the scope of the trail planning project. First was to develop the 
master plan for the SSLST separately from the Cattail State Trail. Secondly, removing the consideration 
of ATV’s on the Stower, mostly due to a federal grant used to resurface the trail that prohibits 
motorized uses on the trail. If ATV’s were allowed, the $600,000 grant would be subject to a payback to 
the federal government. Based on this reconsideration, it was decided to solicit input from county 
residents and interested parties again to see if this change in potential allowed uses would affected public 
opinion at all. Thirdly, the planning team heard from the public the desire to hold additional input 
opportunities, especially at the trail head City of Amery, and to obtain more detailed information on 
how the public felt about the issues with the SSLST. As a result, an open house event was held in Amery 
on October 22nd. The input stations and survey used at this open house were developed to address 
specific topics that needed additional feedback.  In addition, listening sessions with stakeholder groups 
were held at the Polk County Government Center in Balsam Lake, also on October 22nd. There were 
approximately 143 participant interactions for these two events that resulted in recorded input. This 
included 14 attendees at four listening sessions, 86 paper surveys filled out at the open house, and 37 
comments received via email. 

SURVEYS 
To build consensus around the Plan, the project team hosted an open house to share information and 
gather input in an informal atmosphere. This approach was designed to allow everyone to give input, 
regardless of their inclination to speak in front of a large group. Participants were given a paper survey 
asking their opinions about key issues and were asked to share demographic information. They were 
also given the opportunity to respond to open-ended questions. Participants could take additional paper 
surveys home so that family and friends who could not attend the open house could complete the 
survey. With 73 attendees and 86 paper surveys received, 13 additional surveys were returned. 
Following is a copy of the survey that was utilized. 
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SURVEY RESULTS 
 

SNOWMOBILING 
Participants were asked if snowmobiling should be allowed on the Stower Seven Lakes State 
Trail (SSLST). Just over half (54%) of survey respondents replied no, with 42% responding yes. 

 

 

When asked why not, the top three reasons given were safety, noise, and damage to groomed 
ski paths. 

 



 

A-25 
 

For those who replied yes, the top three reasons given were safety, economic development, and 
connectivity with nearby rail trails that already allow snowmobiling. 
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HORSEBACK RIDING 
Participants were asked if horseback riding should be allowed on the Stower Seven Lakes State 
Trail (SSLST). 43% of respondents said no, 37% said yes, and 20% replied maybe or left the 
question blank. 

 

When asked why they did not want horseback riding, the top three reasons given were 
damaged trail surface, horse manure, and safety. 
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For those who replied yes, the top three reasons given were to be inclusive of all user types, 
horse manure has to be picked up, and economic development/safety (tied for third place). 

 

 
VISIONING 
Respondents were asked to provide three words to describe what they hope the SSLST will 
look and feel like in 2040. Below is a graph showing the most common visionary words chosen 
by the individuals. Respondents most commonly said they saw the SSLST as being quiet, 
beautiful, and natural. 
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS 
56 respondents filling out paper surveys left open-ended comments, and 44 additional people emailed open-
ended comments to the project team. Each open-ended comment was analyzed for up to two topics each. 
Comments were placed into similar groupings based on content. The most popular topics were that the 
trail should be opened to equestrians and snowmobiles, the trail should be opened to equestrians, and 
economic development would improve due to adding motorized uses. 
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PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS 
The following section describes demographic characteristics of people who responded to the paper survey. 
The vast majority of respondents were from the 54001 (Amery) zip code, and the most common age group 
was 55-64. 
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When asked how often people take part in common outdoor activities, the most common was walking, 
followed by bicycling, ATV riding, snowmobiling, cross country skiing, and horseback riding respectively. 
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STAKEHOLDER GROUPS 
On October 22nd, Toole Design held listening sessions with 14 people in four stakeholder groups. These input 
sessions focused on how people view the SSLST master planning process and what ideas they have for managing 
and improving the corridor. The following sections summarize the participant groups and key topics from the 
conversations. Topics have not been researched for factual accuracy, rather they reflect viewpoints expressed 
during each listening session. 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT AGENCY STAFF 
Five staff from local government agencies attended, including representatives from the City of Amery, Town of 
Alden, and Town of Osceola. Key discussion points from the conversation included: 

• The planning process for the trail has been contentious. 
• The City of Amery and Town of Osceola took positions supporting silent sports only on the trail, and the 

Town of Alden did not take a position. 
• Some thought the process was fair at the subcommittee level before it reached the County Board level. 

Others thought the subcommittee make-up was tilted toward motorized uses. 
• There was disagreement about which trail uses (motorized vs. non-motorized) would generate more 

economic development. 
• Some see a lot of use on the SSLST, such as from the high school track team, dog walkers, fat tire bikers, 

cross country skiers, and bicyclists and pedestrians, particularly in the warmer months. Skiers are more 
prevalent at the east end, but they are also seen on western segments of the trail. 

• Bike pass fees are collected by several entities along the trail, with the DNR and County receiving the 
funds. 

• Over the past 10 years, the snowmobile season has averaged four weeks annually. 
• Skiers don’t need as much snow as snowmobilers (two inches for the former, four inches for the latter). 
• Snowmobiling is more popular later in the day versus earlier. 
• Horseback riders may dig up the trail if the surface is wet, and the horses leave manure. There is already a 

30-mile network of equestrian trails in the northwest part of the county, and they prefer to ride in loops. 
• There is a need for more big picture trail planning across the county. 

FRIENDS OF STOWER SEVEN LAKES STATE TRAIL 
Four members of the Friends of Stower Seven Lakes State Trail attended. Key discussion points from the 
conversation included: 

• The previous planning process did not go well. There were several elements of NR44 (the DNR’s 
Administrative Code regarding Master Planning for Department Properties) that were not followed. There 
was a lawsuit regarding a violation of Wisconsin’s open meeting law. 

• There is a desire for an improved partnership with Polk County government. Until recently, there was a 
lack of communication for 10 years. 

• The Friends group wants the trail to remain non-motorized throughout the year. 
• The Friends group carries out trail surface maintenance, including raking and compacting in the spring. The 

trail has been graded with a crown in the middle. Bill Zager owns and operates the equipment. The Friends 
group pays the County for limestone at the County quarry. 

• The Friends group gathers fees collected from trail users and gives that money to the County. 
• The County maintains restrooms along the trail at Deronda, Nye, and Wanderoos, and carries out 

herbicide spraying. 
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• The City of Amery is in support of paving portions of the trail to provide routes for children biking and 
walking to school. They will be partnering with WisDOT to add bike lanes through a road diet along 
Highway 46, at the trailhead. 

• There is a desire to extend the trail from its western terminus to St. Croix Falls and Osceola. 
• The trailhead in Amery could be a good place for art and trailhead amenities, such as shower facilities and 

an electric bicycle and wheelchair charging station. 
• There is a need for a vegetative management plan that addresses diseased, hazardous, and invasive trees, as 

well as long term tree management. The Friends group has been carrying out vegetation management. 
• Wayfinding signage to the trail is adequate from state highways but is nonexistent on County and town 

roads. 
• The Friends group has historically plowed parking lots in the winter, but Polk County did this past winter. 

Parking lots are not adequate for the size of snowmobile trailers. 
• The Friends group grooms the trail for classic cross-country skiing in the winter. There are two straight 

tracks along each edge of the trail. The 8’ section in the middle is reserved for walking, fat tire biking, and 
snowshoeing. 

• The concern about snowmobiling is related to safety for pedestrians, due to the large speed differential. 
Snowmobilers kick up snow reducing visibility. Speed limits for snowmobiles are unlimited during the day, 
55mph at night, and 10mph within 100’ of a person not on a snowmobile.  

• There is a concern that non-motorized use would drop if snowmobiles were allowed on the SSLST. 
• West of Big Lake Drive has higher trail use than the Big Lake Drive to Wanderoos segment. 
• Fat tire biking has become more popular in recent years. 
• There is an appreciation for holding an open house about the trail in Amery, since this didn’t happen in the 

past.  

POLK COUNTY SNOWMOBILE AND ATV COUNCIL 
Two members of the Polk County Snowmobile and ATV Council attended. Key discussion points from the 
conversation included: 

• The Council has been working since 1998 to add snowmobiles to the SSLST, as an extension of the Cattail 
State Trail. 

• The 2001 Wisconsin State Trails Network Plan identified the Amery to Dresser segment as a trail to be 
added to the state trail network.  

• The 2004 SSLST master plan allowed snowmobiles.  
• There was a lawsuit in the mid-2000’s related to motorized use on the SSLST. The judgment prohibited 

motorized uses. The DNR did not appeal the decision, because they didn’t want it to apply to all state 
trails. In 2015, the state legislature changed the related statute (upon which the lawsuit and judgment were 
based) to make it less ambiguous. 

• The Council was involved in vegetative trail maintenance on the SSLST in 2003 (before the lawsuit) and in 
December 2018. There was a 24-hour window when the County opened the trail to snowmobiles in 2018, 
until the DNR overrode the decision. 

• Snowmobilers need the SSLST for safety reasons. The existing parallel path goes across ditches, fields, 
roads, and lakes using private property. 

• Private property ownership changes, which leads to the need to reroute the parallel trail on an annual 
basis. Several property owners have pulled out since the recent controversy over the SSLST began. 

• Snowmobilers are courteous to skiers, hikers, and bikers when they are encountered. They slow down and 
respect their safety. 
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• There are only three state trails that don’t allow snowmobiling: the Capital City State Trail in Madison, the 
Hank Aaron State Trail in Milwaukee, and the Stower Seven Lakes State Trail. 

• Villages are allowed to post snowmobile trail speed limits. 
• Parking lots would not be used much by snowmobilers. The Deronda lot is adequate in size, and the Nye 

parking lot is big. 
• Horseback riders don’t use the Cattail Trail in the winter, so they likely wouldn’t use the SSLST at the 

same time as snowmobilers. 
• Amery is currently difficult to navigate while snowmobiling. Baker Street and North Twin Lake are the only 

options. Snowmobilers often get lost. 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT REPRESENTATIVES 
Three members of the economic development community attended, including representatives from the Amery 
Economic Development Corporation (EDC), Polk County Economic Development Corporation, and Polk County 
Tourism. Key discussion points from the conversation included: 

• The Amery EDC supports keeping the SSLST non-motorized. Having both motorized (Cattail State Trail) 
and non-motorized (SSLST) trails in Amery puts the community in a good position for attracting people 
from diverse backgrounds. 

• Young people want to have non-motorized trail options. 
• Mixed use motorized/non-motorized trails will often have unofficial warnings that it is not safe to ride a 

bicycle because of motorized use. 
• Safety and trail dimensions should factor into the recommendation to allow or not allow snowmobiles. 
• It’s unusual to have a trail with such a long stretch of flat surface for skiing. It’s good for learning to ski and 

recovering from strenuous ski outings. 
• Balsam Branch, which has groomed trails for skiing, has a lot of vehicles with Minnesota plates in the 

parking lot in the winter. 
• Fat tire biking is one of the fastest growing winter sports, while snowmobiling is flat in growth. Skiing has 

decreased in popularity. 
• If there are facilities in place for biking and skiing, word of mouth makes it a hot spot for out-of-town 

visitors. 
• The SSLST is rare in that it is a rural state trail that is non-motorized only. If it’s marketed as such, people 

will be attracted in greater numbers. 
• People deciding where to move are looking for a variety of outdoor activities, and economic vitality comes 

from attracting all trail user types. There should be opportunities for everyone. 
• Amery could be marketing winter use of trails more. 
• The Cattail and Stower Seven Lakes State Trails have very different aesthetics. The Cattail is wide with 

trees set back. The SSLST is more like a tunnel, with trees growing overhead. 
• Instead of fighting about how the trails should be used, Polk County should be marketing all of its great 

trails. The focus should be on how many miles the network is for each mode. 
• The new Stillwater Bridge is bringing biking and walking into the region. There is a desire to bring some of 

that traffic up to Polk County, instead of having it concentrated in St. Croix County. 
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