
ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL 
TRAIL MASTER PLAN

WASHINGTON COUNTY PARKS

MAY 2005



ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 1

 APPROVAL

ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 1

METROPOLITAN 
COUNCIL APPROVAL 
STATEMENT

 

The following is the official comments and approval of the plan by the 
Metropolitan Parks and Open Space Commission and Metropolitan Council. OVERVIEW 



ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 2ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 2

APPROVAL



ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL INTO-1

INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL INTO-1

INTRODUCTION /
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

INTRODUCTION In June of 2004, the Washington County Board of Commissioners retained 
Brauer & Associates, Ltd. to collaborate with county staff and local citizens 
to complete a comprehensive master plan for St. Croix Valley Regional Trail. 
This document represents the results of the planning process, which was 
completed in May of 2005.

PUBLIC AND WASHINGTON COUNTY INVOLVEMENT 
Given the notable interest in the development of a regional trail, the general 
public and special interest groups were invited to participate in the planning 
process on numerous occasions. Through formal and informal meetings, 
members of the community had direct access to the consultant team and 
County staff. The public’s input throughout the planning process proved 
very fruitful and strengthened the final plan. 

In addition to general public involvement, the Washington County Parks and 
Open Space Commission provided oversight of the planning process. Being 
familiar with local conditions and public demand for trails, Washington 
County Parks staff also played an instrumental role in the planning process. 

TECHNICAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE INVOLVEMENT 
An eleven member technical advisory committee was also assembled  
to provide oversight and input on critical planning issues. The group 
represented a cross-section of city officials and staff from agencies affected 
by the master plan. (A listing of committee members is provided under the 
acknowledgments.)  

PUBLIC AGENCY INVOLVEMENT 
To ensure congruency between agencies, Washington County invited 
representatives from the City of Afton and Denmark Township to participate 
in the planning process. The master plan takes into consideration results of 
meetings with representatives from these agencies. 

The public process was central to developing the master 
plan.   

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS The consultant team would like to thank Washington County for 
undertaking an open and constructive public participation process for the 
project. This approach allowed many perspectives to be considered and 
acted upon. Through this process, it is believed that a responsible balance 
between community and personal values was achieved. 

The consultant team would also like to thank the Technical Advisory 
Committee, Washington County Parks and Open Space Commission, and 
Washington County Board for participating in this project. Their individual 
and collective insights were instrumental in drawing conclusions that are 
reasonable, responsible, and insightful.
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PROJECT PARTICIPANTS AND 
OVERSIGHT  

WASHINGTON COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS

District 1 - Dennis C. Hegberg  
District 2 - Bill Pulkrabek, Vice Chair  
District 3 - Gary Kriesel  
District 4 - Myra Peterson, Chair  
District 5 - Dick Stafford   

PARKS AND RECREATION COMMISSION MEMBERS

District 1 -  Margaret Vogel-Martin, Chair / Christopher Ness, Vice-Chair
District 2 - Charles Burfeind / Kenneth Heuer 
District 3 - Karen Rheinberger / Jackie Ulrich 
District 4 - Janet Norton / Paul Poncin 
District 5 - Don Arnold / Steve Dornfeld 

TECHNICAL ADVISORY TEAM

Jim Luger, Parks Director, Washington County Parks
John Elholm, Senior Planner, Washington County Parks
Mitch Berg, City Administrator, City of Afton 
Dave Engstrom, Mayor, City of Afton
Kathy Higgins, Supervisor, Denmark Township 
Jim Fitzpatrick, Executive Director, Carpenter Nature Center
Cal Kontola, Manager, Afton State Park
Paul Poncin, Washington County Parks and Open Space Commission
Randy Thoreson, NPS, Rivers, Trails & Conservation Assistance (RTCA)
Suzann Willhite, East Metro Area Supervisor, Trails and Waterways, MNDNR
Arne Stefferud, Metropolitan Council 

The consultant team also extends a heartfelt thank you to the Washington 
staff, especially Jim Luger, Parks Director, and John Elholm, Senior Parks 
Planner. The openness with which they approached this project paved the 
way for a constructive public process that considered all opinions to be of 
equal merit and worthy of due consideration.  Their understanding of the 
larger regional context and how this trail fits into the larger regional park 
picture was also of high value as final conclusions were drawn.

Finally, the consultant team extends a thank you to the citizens who took 
the time to attend meetings, write letters, and make phone calls so that 
we could understand the issues first hand and find solutions that seemed 
reasonable and workable.

Sincerely, 
Jeff Schoenbauer
Principal-in-Charge / Project Manager

CONSULTANT  Brauer & Associates, Ltd. 
10417 Excelsior Boulevard #1
Hopkins, MN 55343 
(952) 238-0831 

In cooperation with: 
Barr Engineering Company 
4700 West 77th Street
Minneapolis, MN 55435
(952) 832-2600 

Jeff Schoenbauer, Senior Principal, RLA
George Watson, Senior Principal, RLA
Jason Amberg, Principal, RLA
Candace Amberg, Principal, RLA

(Barr completed the Maintaining and Enhancing Environmental Quality in 
Denmark Township report cited in this master plan. 
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SECTION I 

PROJECT SCOPE 

STUDY AREA MAP AND OVERVIEW

STUDY AREA FOR 
THIS MASTER PLAN

STUDY AREA – WASHINGTON COUNTY CONTEXT STUDY AREA – DETAIL AREA

As the map illustrates, the study area for this master plan is in the far 
southeast corner of Washington County directly adjacent to the St. Croix 
River. A regional trial in this area is a major component of the regional parks 
and trail system in Washington County. 

The regional trial serves as a destination unto itself as well as a means to 
connect a number of major parks and open spaces within the study area, 
as the map illustrates. 

The project focused on preparing a comprehensive master plan for the St. 
Croix Valley Regional Trail. The study area extended from Point Douglas 
Park on the south to the City of Afton on the north, as illustrated in the 
following graphic box. 
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HISTORY AND RATIONALE 
FOR THE ST. CROIX VALLEY 
TRAIL 

The history of planning for a trail in the study area goes back several 
decades to the 1970s, when the MNDNR considered the prospect of 
following the old rail grade along the St. Croix River. That proposal was 
ultimately not adopted due to local opposition and land ownership issues. 
Today, much of the old rail grade is privately owned. 

In more contemporary times, a study area for the regional trail was 
established in 1996 as part of Washington County’s Linear Park System 
Master Plan. In doing so, the desire for a regional trail was reestablished as 
part of a larger overall plan for the county. A key distinction in that plan was 
allowing greater flexibility as to the trail’s ultimate location within the study 
area. 

In 2000, the Metropolitan Council passed a resolution urging Washington 
County to reevaluate the feasibility of a trail and to propose an alignment 
near the St. Croix River that links public parks and natural areas together. 
The following box highlights key milestones in the planning process between 
1996 and 2001, which set the stage for this master planning process in 
2004-2005.  

In 2001, Washington County completed the publication entitled Maintaining 
and Enhancing Environmental Quality in Denmark Township, which included 
a natural resources inventory and stewardship recommendations. That study 
paved the way for undertaking this master planning process in 2004-2005. 

PROJECT MILESTONES AND TIMELINE
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INTERFACE WITH PUBLIC 
AND PRIVATE PARKS AND 
NATURAL AREAS WITHIN 
THE STUDY AREA  

RATIONALE FOR DEVELOPING A REGIONAL TRAIL 
CORRIDOR 
The rationale for developing a trail in the study area has remained 
relatively consistent for decades: 1) it would provide high recreational 
value in a very scenic setting and 2) it would tie together numerous  state, 
regional, and private parks and natural areas into a cohesive, interlinked 
system. 

In recent years, increasing development pressures heightened the 
importance of establishing a trail corridor through the study area while 
there was still an opportunity to consider alternative alignments. The 
potential for missing this opportunity as much as any other reason 
compelled Washington County Parks to complete the master plan in 
2005. 

Whereas the rationale for the trail remains compelling, local public 
attitudes toward it remain decidedly mixed (as Section II documents). The 
final trail alignment reflects how the planning process responded to the 
varying opinions of residents and property owners (both for and against 
the trail) while still adressing the needs of a regional constituency. 

As noted, linking together parks and natural areas within the study is a 
major rationale for the regional trail. These include three public parks and 
one private nature area, as the following defines. 

ST. CROIX BLUFFS REGIONAL PARK 
A nearly 700 hundred acre regional park located on bluff land adjacent 
to the St. Croix River. Extensive hiking, camping, picnicking, and boating 
opportunities are currently provided in the park. A variety of other unique 
existing and planned amenities are also provided or envisioned, including 
the Conference Cottage, beach area, and group use areas. The park also 
exhibits a broad cross-section of natural systems. 

AFTON STATE PARK 
The park is 1,695 acres and was established in 1969 to preserve unique 
natural features and to provide opportunities for nature-oriented 
recreation. The park is set in a rolling glacial moraine and bluff land. It is 
cut by deep ravines which drop 300 feet to the river. The ravines display 
outcrops of sandstone and the rugged terrain affords spectacular views 
of the St. Croix River Valley. The park also contains a combination of oak 
openings and woodlands. The forests combine upland hardwoods with 
some pine plantations. Remnant prairies are being expanded and oak 
savannas are being restored through an aggressive resource management 
program that makes extensive use of volunteers. The park offers 
numerous amenities, including backpacking campsites, picnic grounds, 
hiking trails, a bike trail, cross-country skiing, visitor center, and group 
camps.  

POINT DOUGLAS COUNTY PARK 
This is a small, 9.5 acre county park on the shores of the St. Croix River. 
The primary amenities include a beach and picnic area. The park is also a 
popular area to observe the river. Once the trail is developed, it will likely 
become a popular trailhead given its accessible location. 

The scenery of the St. Croix River valley is a 
compelling setting for a regional trail.  

Point Douglas Park could become a popular trailhead 
location given its accessible location. 
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CARPENTER NATURE CENTER (PRIVATE)  
A private, non-profit nature preserve and environmental education facility  
established in 1981 under an endowment from the Thomas E. and Edna 
D. Carpenter Foundation. The site encompasses 720 acres in Minnesota 
and Wisconsin, with several miles of self-guided and wheelchair accessible 
trails. The interpretive center offers several hands-on educational exhibits 
and serves as a classroom for programs. Carpenter Nature Center has an 
appointed board that oversees all activities and developments. A  regional 
trail easement through the property would require Board approval. 

INTERFACE WITH THE 
LOWER ST. CROIX 
RIVER COOPERATIVE 
MANAGEMENT PLAN 

The Lower St. Croix River National Scenic Riverway, which extends 52 miles 
from St. Croix Falls/Taylors Falls to Point Douglas Park, is jointly managed 
by the National Park Service, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, 
and Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. The Lower St. Croix 
River Cooperative Management Plan and Environmental Impact Statement 
provides general direction for managing the area for the next 15 to 20 years. 

Under the plan, management directives common to all alternative uses and 
management plans include coordination of: 
• Public and private uses
• American Indian treaty rights
• Land use management
• Riverway stewardship 
• Natural resources management
• Hunting, fishing, and trapping management  
• Interpretive and education 
• Recreational use and development 

The last bullet point relates most directly to the regional trail. Under the 
cooperative plan, managers would work to promote uses and behaviors that 
ensure high quality and safe experiences for all users. With regard to trails, 
existing uses would continue on designated trails of varying types within the 
riverway. Other than existing state regulations pertaining to trail uses, no 
additional regulations would be imposed unless they are needed for safety 
or resource protection. 

The riverway managing partners are to work in partnership with user 
groups, communities, local agencies, and others in development of a 
comprehensive regional trail network in the study area, as well as links to 
other areas outside the river corridor. Trail development is to be coordinated 
with state plans, county comprehensive plans, and other pertinent plans. 

Abandoned railroad rights-of-way, if and when available, can be pursued 
for conversion to trails consistent with the National Rails to Trails Act. Also, 
when roads along the river are improved, the addition of bicycle lanes is 
encouraged. 

The regional trail master plan as presented here is consistent with the 
principles and intent of the Lower St. Croix River Management Plan. In 
early 2005, coorespondence with the National Park Service and Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources occurred to inform them of the master 
planning process. As implementation occurs, Washington County Parks will 
continue to work cooperatively with other managing partners to ensure that 
actual trail development remains consistent with the larger river corridor 
management objectives. 
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NATURAL 
DESIGNATION ROUTE 

St. Croix Trail (County Road 21) is designated as a Natural Preservation 
Route. Based on current and anticipated traffic volumes, the route falls 
under a Type III Route designation, which includes the following design 
parameters: 
• 12 foot drive lanes
• 4 foot shoulders if the roadway is not a popular bicycle route 
• 6 foot shoulders if the roadway is a popular bicycle route]

Given the popularity of biking along this roadway, Washington County 
would most likely provide six foot shoulders when the roadway is upgraded. 
Note also that any and all improvements to St. Croix Trail would have 
to adhere to any other applicable Washington County transportation 
engineering standards. 

WILLING SELLER 
PLANNING CONTEXT 

Washington County, City of Afton, and Denmark Township each take a 
willing seller approach to land acquisition for parks, trails and greenways. 
The net affect of this common position is that it can not be assumed that all 
property owners will be open to selling their properties for a trail corridor 
any time soon, if at all. Even in the context of setting aside an easement as 
part of future land development that did not affect current property owners 
or land uses, many of the attendees at the public meetings that owned 
property in the study area remained skeptical.  

As a result, the regional trail alignment proposed under this master plan 
minimized the extent to which private property would have to be acquired. 
The only exceptions to this are the “River Loop” trail north of St. Croix 
Bluffs, the alignment following Trout Brook on the north end of Afton Alps, 
and the old rail grade alignment south of Carpenter Nature Center. Even in 
these cases, alternative alignments are provided under the master plan for 
the first two of the three alignments. 

In these cases where the trail does traverse across private property, 
acquisition under a willing seller context will require market rate assessment 
of land values and other assurances to protect the property owner’s 
interests. This may include providing physical barriers (i.e., fencing, heavy 
vegetation, grade separations) between the trail and private developments. 

LAND USE OR 
OTHER CONFLICTS 

Aside from the private property-related issues as defined above, no other 
conflicts with other land uses or proposed projects are envisioned. As 
defined in Section III, Afton State Park and Carpenter Nature Center will 
have to review and adopt the regional trail master plan as part of their own 
master plans prior to implementation occurring. This process may result 
in some modifications to the trail’s alignment, along with other potential 
provisions and use agreements. 

The timing of the trail’s development may also be affected by the timing of 
roadway upgrades in the future. This is especially the case with St. Croix 
Trail, where any future plans for upgrading the road may impact the location 
of the trail within the right-of-way. The same holds true of the Quadrant 
Avenue and 87th Street trail routes, where the trail is situated in the rights-
of-way. In all of these cases, the trail could be constructed irrespective of 
roadway improvements. The key point is that by combining it with roadway 
upgrades, alignment refinements and cost savings could potentially be 
realized. 
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SECTION II 

The undertaking of this planning process was based on the presumption that 
a regional trail through the study area would be of high regional and local 
value. Conversely, establishing this type of trail corridor through any given 
area poses both direct and indirect impacts to private properties. It also 
affects personal values related to residents’ perceptions of their community 
and the quality of life they desire and perceive to exist. Depending on one’s 
perspective, developing a regional trail within the study area may or may 
not be considered to be of high public value. 

To ensure that the perspectives of all interested individuals and stakeholders 
were considered, Washington County Parks undertook an extensive and 
inclusive public process. This section defines the findings of that process 
and how that shaped the vision for the trail corridor and conclusions of the 
master plan. 

OVERVIEW 

PUBLIC PROCESS – 
BALANCING COMMUNITY 
AND PERSONAL VALUES

As defined in Section I, recent discussions about a regional trail through the 
study area goes back to at least 2000, and much further back if the DNR’s 
trail corridor study in the 1970s is considered. Through the passage of time, 
the issue continues to bring out individual passions both for and against.    

Recognizing the challenges of gaining consensus, Washington County 
Parks and the Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) placed a great deal 
of emphasis on being flexible and finding a reasonable and responsible 
balance between community and personal values. The latter of which 
referring to issues such as direct impact on personal property, perceived loss 
of privacy, quality of life, and so forth. The following graphic box illustrates 
this balancing act.  

PERSONAL
VALUES

COMMUNITY 
VALUES

BALANCING ACT OF VALUES

The overarching objective of the public process was to plan for the common 
good and serve the interests of the broader, regional community within the 
context of respecting the concerns of individual stakeholders. It is within 
this spirit that the forthcoming vision and community value statement is 
presented. 
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The vision for the master plan is to establish a regional trail corridor through 
the study area that offers high recreational value, which is defined as being: 
• Visually appealing (i.e., provide scenic values) and located in a pleasant, 

natural open space or corridor
• Contiguous with limited interruptions and impediments to travel
• Of an acceptable grade (within the context of the setting) 
• Safe to use for a family or those with limited skills  

The plan also centers around three key principles:
• Providing continuity and linkages between public parks and private open 

spaces throughout the study area
• Allowing reasonable flexibility on final trail routes and plan 

implementation strategies as it relates to the public and private parks and 
natural areas encountered in the study area

• Providing adequate choices for trail users to self-select the trail segments 
that suit their desires (in terms of level of difficulty, scenery, recreational 
value, and destinations) 

VISION STATEMENT 

COMMUNITY VALUE OF 
THE REGIONAL TRAIL 

The community value statement defines the benefits that a regional trail 
would bring to a regional constituency relative to any potential impacts 
across a number of variables – ranging from safety and crime to property 
values and loss of privacy. In this context, regional constituency refers to 
those residing in or traveling to the area for recreational pursuits. 

Taken as a whole, the community value statement defines whether or not 
the perceived benefits of the trail outweigh perceived impacts to justify its 
development. The following statement summarizes these findings.

COMMUNITY VALUE STATEMENT

With respect to the overall benefits, research indicates that trails offer a 
very high degree of community value by providing the type of recreational 
amenity that the majority of the population would actually use and like 
to have available near their home. As defined in the table on the next 
page, recreational trends indicate that trail activities are the highest ranked 
recreational pursuits in this metropolitan region, far outpacing most other 
forms of recreation. 

In addition, the improved safety for pedestrians and bicyclists as they 
travel along the proposed trail corridor is a value that some would argue is 
more important than that of the recreational experience. The community 
value statement is strengthened by evidence that suggests that potential 
down sides, like crime, trespassing, and littering, generally do not manifest 
themselves to any great degree. 

In terms of actual users of trails, recent research by the Metropolitan Council 
indicates that majority of trail users live within three miles of the trail, as the 
graphic box to the left illustrates.  The table on the next page provides an 
overview of the other key research that affected the TAC’s perspective on 
the community values associated with a regional trail within the study area. 

50% of trail users live within 0.75 
miles of the trail 

75% of trail users live within 3.0  
miles of the trail 

Regional trail

3.0 miles

0.75 miles

3.0 miles

0.75 miles

TRAVEL DISTANCES FOR TRAILS
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DEMAND FOR TRAILS

VARIABLE

From a regional perspective, trails are the highest ranked recreational activity. Survey results conclude: 
• Walking, especially within the neighborhood, is the #1 ranked recreational activity, with 85% of 

respondents being interested in this activity.*
• Walking in natural areas and large parks is the #2 ranked recreational activity, with 78% of respondents 

being interested in this activity.* 
• Leading activity for Minnesota adults is walking/hiking outdoors, with 54% actually participating annually. 

Source: Recreational trends survey conducted by the University of Minnesota Survey Research Center on behalf of the 
Metropolitan Council* and 2004 Outdoor Recreation Participation Survey (MNDNR)** 

DISCUSSION

USE OF TRAILS The following summarizes the dynamics of trail use of the Gateway Trail based on regional trail use surveys:  
• 80% of trail users are adult.
• Median age of trail users is 40-44, although youth use is growing.
• 80% of trail users live within the county or city where the trail is located.
• Proximity of the trail to one’s place of residence is very important to discovering it. 
• Visiting new areas was not all that important to trail users.
• 95% use the trail for recreation, 4% for commuting, and 1% for getting to retail stores.
• Walking is the most popular use (39%), biking second (31%), and jogging third (18%).
• Use of the trail has increased dramatically in the last sixteen years.

Source: Metropolitan Council – Twin Cities Regional Trail Visitor Study (1999).

IMPACT OF TRAILS 
ON ADJACENT 
PROPERTIES

The following summarizes the results of a survey related to a new trail retrofitted into an area:
• Usage – 75% of adjacent property owners use the trail (many of which were against the trail being 

developed).
• Problems – over 95% of the adjacent property owners reported no problems with the trail (such as 

loitering, litter, and trespassing).
• Economic impacts – vast majority reported that they believed that the trail would have no negative impact 

on their property values, with many believing that it could even increase values.
• Values – 75% say living near the trail offers distinct advantages, such as ease of access, convenience, 

exercise, and so forth.

Source: Lake Wobegon Regional Trail, Stearns County.

POLICING AND 
CRIME

Review of policing issues associated with trails within Washington and Ramsey County yields the following:
• Incidents of crime associated with trails is so low that local police do not keep track of it separately.
• The contention that trail users routinely commit crimes to adjacent properties is not supported by crime 

statistics and evidence. 
• Biggest area of concern with crime is at parking lots, where occasionally theft from the cars of trail users 

occurs (Note: Theft from cars in parking lots is not unique to trails, but occurs at parks, shopping centers, 
and other areas where the opportunity for a quick getaway exists). 

Source: Washington and Ramsey County Sheriffs Department.

EXISTING USE Public input and direct observations during the planning process yields the following insights: 
• Clear evidence suggests that St. Croix Trail is already being heavily used by bicyclists (this was commonly 

acknowledged at all public meetings and observed directly by the planning team).
• Virtually all of those that walk or bike the area have a concern about personal safety – especially as it 

relates to children walking along the roads without trails.
• Drivers routinely complain that walkers and bikers are in the way on the roads within the study area.

SAFETY OF 
DEVELOPED TRAILS

Discussions with local cities that have retrofitted trails into similar settings yields the following with respect to 
safety for the trail user:

• Actual and perceived pedestrian safety is improved when off-street trails are added along busy roads simply 
because people are no longer walking along the shoulder of the road where traffic speeds can be up to 55 
MPH and shoulder widths are often very narrow. 

• The incidence of conflict between pedestrians and vehicles at driveway crossings has not been found to be 
a major issue, with few reported occurrences of accidents (Note, however, that both the driver and the trail 
user have a responsibility to watch out for each other similar to any crosswalk or sidewalk system common 
in many cities).

• Adhering to accepted design standards and practices for trails, including driveway crossings, is important to 
maintaining a safe pedestrian environment.

COMMUNITY VALUES FROM TRAILS



ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 2.4ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 2.4

SECTION II - VISION AND PUBLIC VALUES STATEMENT

POPULATION TRENDS AFFECTING THE REGION

One of the more important trends affecting the region is that the population 
in the metropolitan area is expected to continue to grow substantially over 
the next 20 and 50 years. As the following table illustrates, the population 
in Washington County is expected to be near the top in terms of percentage 
increase in population over that time period. 

LOCAL VALUES 
(PUBLIC INPUT) 

The public process for the regional trail has been extensive over the years, 
with the most recent activities going back to 2002 with the preparation 
of the natural resources inventory entitled Maintaining and Enhancing 
Environmental Quality in Denmark Township. Other discussions between 
Washington County, Denmark Township, City of Afton, and Carpenter 
Nature Center go back to 2000. 

The public process directly associated with this master plan began in June 
of 2004 with the bringing together of the Technical Advisory Committee. 
The process was structured to allow all interested parties ample opportunity 
to participate. In addition, formal meetings with the Washington County 
Parks Commission and Board of Commissioners were also held, each of 
which being open to the public. Likewise, formal meetings with the City of 
Afton and Denmark Township were also held.  The table on the next page 
provides a complete list of public meetings held during the process.  

Population forecasts stratified by regional park agency jurisdiction. (Source: Metropolitan 
Council System Analysis of the Regional Recreation Open Space System) 

POPULATION TRENDS

Undoubtedly, this population growth trend will increase pressure for 
developing regional trails to service an expanding population with a wide 
range of outdoor recreation pursuits and service expectations. 
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OVERALL CONSENSUS

VARIABLE

Overall, support for the trail was very mixed and wide ranging. In many cases, people were adamantly 
opposed to it, feeling that the was simply not needed. Others had more personal feelings toward not wanting 
a trail running across their property, irrespective of the fact that it would not occur unless they were willing 
sellers and that it would likely occur 10 or more years into the future as part of future land development. On 
the other end of the spectrum, some participants were strongly in favor of the trail, thinking it showed foresight 
and would be a great amenity to them and others in the future. Overall, there was much more support for 
keeping the trail in public rights-of-way and other public lands than going cross country. (Trails that traversed 
across private property were thought better addressed at a local level.)  Refer to Appendix “A” for a complete 
listing of submitted comments during the public process. 

KEY SUMMARY COMMENTS

PROPERTY ISSUES Although much effort was made to inform participants that land would only be acquired through a willing 
seller approach, it was clear that most property owners remained skeptical and preferred that their properties 
not be shown as a potential route for a trail. Most participants did not appreciate that the trails would likely 
be developed as part of future subdivision proposals. It was also not appreciated that the whole purpose of 
the master plan was to establish an optimal route for the regional trail to allow Afton, Denmark Township, and 
Washington County to coordinate its development as part of local and regional comprehensive planning. 

PUBLIC RIGHTS-OF-
WAY ISSUES 

Whether for or against the trail, most participants agreed that the trail is best kept in the public rights-of-way 
or public parks to the degree possible. Within this context, many expressed concern that development of the 
trail would take away from the scenic quality of the St. Croix Trail (County Road 21). Preserving the natural 
vegetation along these corridors was an especially important concern. Adhering to the guidelines Natural 
Preservation Route for St. Croix Trail was also strongly supported. 

SAFETY The one thing that participants could universally agree upon is the St. Croix Trail is narrow and not very safe 
for  bicyclists. They also expressed concern that as motorists they might one day injure someone. The way to 
remedy this was not necessarily agreed upon, with some thinking that adding a separate trail and a shoulder to 
the road was justified, while others felt that bikers should simply be prohibited.  

GRADES Some participants felt that the grades along St. Croix Trail are simply too steep for most people. Conversely, 
the  road is also very extensively used by bicyclists for that exact reason. Overall, managing trail grades is a 
substantial and inherent issue in this area. 

SUMMARY OF PUBLIC COMMENTS

OLD RAIL GRADE Property owners along the old rail grade adjacent to the St. Croix River were very opposed to the trail running 
the length of the corridor from Afton to Point Douglas Park. With over 70 properties along this stretch, it is 
unreasonable to expect that acquisition would be feasible. 

FINDINGS FROM THE PUBLIC PROCESS 
Public comment at each of the public meetings was extensive, with each 
meeting well attended. In general, most of the attendees providing written 
responses were invited through direct mailings based on Washington 
County property address listings within the study area. The extent to which 
the general public attended is uncertain since most of the responses came 
from those on the mailing list. Washington County Parks consolidated all 
comments received during the process and made those available to the 
public. All recorded comments are also included in Appendix “A”. For 
planning purposes, the following table summarizes the public comments 
under common themes.  

The public meetings were all well attended in Afton and 
Denmark Township.  

FINDINGS FROM THE PUBLIC PROCESS 

TAC – five meetings during course of the project, including a field review.

All of the following meetings were open to the public: 
11-9-04 
11-16-04 
12-14-04 
12-15-04 
1-20-05 
1-25-05 
3-17-05 
4-19-05 
5-2-05 
May 05 

PUBLIC MEETING SCHEDULE

Afton Open House (general review of routing options) 
Denmark Township Open House (general review of routing options)
Denmark Township Open House (preliminary master plan review) 
Afton Open House (preliminary master plan review) 
WC Parks Commission (preliminary master plan review) 
Washington County Board (preliminary master plan review) 
WC Parks Commission (final master plan review) 
Afton City Council (final master plan review) 
Denmark Township Board (final master plan review) 
Washington County Board (final master plan review and adoption) 



ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 2.6ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 2.6

SECTION II - VISION AND PUBLIC VALUES STATEMENT

At a community values level, research indicates that a regional trail through 
the study area is justified and would undoubtedly be successful. At the same 
time, local values also have to be accommodated since the trail directly 
affects local property owners and residents. The master plan presented here 
is thought to represent a reasonable and responsible balance between these 
compelling and sometimes competing interests. 

By staying within the public realm to the degree possible, the proposed 
trail alignment poses the least disruption to private property interests 
while still fulfilling the goals of the project. At the same time, the rationale 
for traversing through the countryside following local greenways is also 
compelling given the recreational experience that could be gained. Although 
none of these routes are part the regional trail master plan, the City of Afton 
and Denmark Township are encouraged to pursue these possibilities as part 
of local trail and greenway planning efforts. 

IMPRESSIONS FROM THE PUBLIC PROCESS

The following photos provide snapshots of the public process that 
Washington County Parks undertook for this project. 

INFLUENCE OF THE PUBLIC 
PROCESS ON PLANNING 
OUTCOMES
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REGIONAL TRAIL 
MASTER PLAN

SECTION III 

The St. Croix Valley Regional Trail master plan is the end result of an 
extensive public process. The final plan establishes a regional trail route that 
fulfills project goals within the context of the local planning environment. 

Molded as much by the public process as it is by the physical landscape 
within the study area, the trail master plan represents a balance between 
the larger values of the community and the personal values of the many 
stakeholders. Although route selection at times proved challenging, the 
regional trail defined under the master plan offers very high recreational 
value, greatly improves pedestrian safety along the St. Croix Trail, and 
provides contiguous pedestrian-level access to the many parks and open 
spaces within the study area. Furthermore, the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail 
provides a sound basis for local trail systems to build upon as the need for 
and value of trails takes on greater meaning as development patterns and 
population growth evolve in this amenity rich, high quality of life area. 

OVERVIEW 

The final master plan for the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail is based on many 
factors. At the local level, general consensus was that the regional trail is best 
located in existing public rights-of-way, parks, and other natural areas. (Trail 
corridors that traverse across individual private properties was considered 
a local planning issue by many participants.) With a few exceptions, the  
master plan successfully accommodates this perspective, even though 
in doing so certain trail alignments that would have added value to the 
regional system were not included in the master plan. As such, these trail 
opportunities become a local responsibility if they are to occur at all.   

The inherent characteristics of the landscape within the study area also 
factored into the selection of trail routes. The bluff lands and many ravines 
that dominate the landscape provide a compelling setting for a regional 
trail, even though these same features pose a host of technical challenges. 
Most notably of these is trail gradients, which played a significant role in 
determining which trail routes were most advantageous and acceptable.  

Although limiting in some ways, the unique landscape qualities of the 
study area also makes it possible to accommodate and appeal to a wider 
cross-section of trail users – ranging from family-oriented groups to fitness 
enthusiasts and competitive bicyclists that commonly use St. Croix Trail as a 
premier training ground. 

To accommodate public input and all of the technical planning factors, the 
regional trail master plan is underpinned by three key principles: 
• Providing continuity and linkages throughout the study area
• Allowing reasonable flexibility on final trail routes and plan 

implementation strategies as it relates to the public and private parks and 
natural areas encountered in the study area

• Providing adequate choices for trail users to self-select the trail segments 
that suit their desires (in terms of level of difficulty, scenery, recreational 
value, and destinations) 

Overlooking the St. Croix River is one of many scenic 
opportunities offered by the St. Croix Valley Regional 
Trail. 

REGIONAL TRAIL MASTER 
PLAN: GENERAL OVERVIEW 

OVERALL, THE OPTIMAL ROUTE FOR 
THE REGIONAL TRAIL TOTALS 20.4 
MILES, INCLUDING SEGMENTS THROUGH 
EXISTING PARKS.  
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Based on these three principles, the following provides a general overview 
of the optimal and alternate regional trail routes, as well as an overview 
of a complementary bikeway route along St. Croix Trail. The following 
descriptions correspond to the Master Plan map. (Note that each of the trail 
routes are considered in greater detail later in this section.) 

OPTIMAL TRAIL ROUTE 
The optimal route for the regional trail represents a balance between scenic 
and recreational values, trail gradients, and continuity to accommodate a 
wide range of trail users with varying abilities. 

ROUTE HIGHLIGHTS 
From north to south, the optimal route starts in the city of Afton at a small 
local park where the existing regional trail coming into the city from the 
north ends. The proposed trail follows the east side of St. Croix Trail (County 
Road 21) from Afton south up the “coulee”, passes 50th Street, and then 
down to Trout Brook, whereupon it enters Afton State Park following the 
brook. For grade reasons, the optimal route continues along the brook at 
the base of Afton Alps ski area, which is a private enterprise. Reentering the 
state park, the trail follows a series of existing natural surfaced trails until 
it interconnects with an existing paved trail adjacent to the park entrance 
drive. This route was selected over the alternates primarily to minimize trail 
grades. (See alternate routes below for other options within Afton State 
Park.) 

As the Master Plan map illustrates, the optimal trail diverts into two branches 
on the south end of Afton State Park. One branch follows Quadrant Avenue 
South, and the other follows the park entrance drive and then continues 
south on St. Croix Trail. The two branches are proposed for a couple of 
reasons. First, the trail grades on the Quadrant Avenue Branch are more 
modest than those on the St. Croix Trail Branch, as illustrated on the detail 
trail segment maps. Between these two branches, a wide range of users with 
varying abilities can be accommodated, ranging from family-type groups to 
fitness enthusiasts. 

Second, in combination with 87th Street South, the two branches create one 
of several loop opportunities that greatly enhance the recreational value of 
the regional trail (e.g., research suggests that loops are generally preferred 
over out-and-back trail experiences). 

As the Master Plan map illustrates, the optimal trail route continues south 
from 87th Street following St. Croix Trail until it enters St. Croix Bluffs 
Regional Park. In addition, another River Loop Branch of the trail connects 
87th Street with the regional park along the river, creating yet another loop 
for trail users to choose from. Notably, this segment is through privately-
owned land and requires the acquisition of a trail easement under a willing 
seller context. 

Within St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park, the regional trail ties into the multiuse 
paved trail system this is already part of the park’s master plan. As shown on 
the Master Plan map, a loop trail and connection to the St. Croix River will 
be provided within the regional park. 

Heading south from the regional park, the regional trail will continue along 
the east side of St. Croix Trail until 117th Street South, whereupon it enters 
and traverses through Carpenter Nature Center, a private nature preserve 
and interpretive site. The most significant challenge within the preserve is 
maintaining reasonable grades through the ravine area. Once to the edge of 
the river, the trail continues heading south following the old rail grade. 

From Afton, the trail heads south following St. Croix Trail 
up the “coulee”. This is scenic part of the trail route, 
even though it stays within the road right-of-way and will 
be located adjacent to the curb line.   

As with all of the parks within the study area, the view 
of the river from Carpenter Nature Center is a highlight 
of the trail.  
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From Carpenter Nature Center, the trail continues south following the old 
rail grade until it interconnects with Point Douglas County Park. Notably, this 
segment traverses through a number of privately-owned land parcels, some 
of which are owned by Carpenter Nature Center, and some are owned by 
others. As with the River Loop Branch previously described, the acquisition 
of a trail easement across these parcels would be under a willing seller 
context. 

Near the end of the old rail grade, the trail traverses past a private marina, 
which actually owns half of one section of the old rail bed in this area. (The 
other half is owned by Carpenter Nature Center.) Maintaining a sense of 
separation and security between the marina and the trail will be paramount 
to securing an easement for the trail. This includes maintaining the grade 
separation that currently exists between the two uses, providing some form 
of security fencing, and enhancing the vegetative buffer along this part of 
the trail corridor.  

Ultimately, the regional trail will connect with the proposed Point Douglas 
Trail on the south side of State Highway 10. As shown on the Master Plan 
map, a connection under the river bridge is expected to be the most 
advantageous option, assuming there is adequate room for the trail and 
grades allow for a reasonable connection to the Point Douglas Trail. Other, 
presumably more expensive, options include a separate underpass or 
overpass across the highway further to the west.     

TRAIL GRADIENT CONSIDERATIONS 
As previously noted, trail grades played a significant role in determining 
which of the many routing options were best suited for the regional trail. 
Although the inherent topographic character of the study area precludes 
keeping all trail grades to 5% or less throughout the corridor, the optimal 
route does make it possible for most trail users to have an enjoyable, 
contiguous trail experience. That said, even the optimal route has grades of 
6.0% to 7.5% in certain segments, and there will be certain sections of the 
trail where not all users will be willing or capable of using.  

For reference, trail grades of up to 5% are considered accessible for 
virtually all trail users. A 6% grade is acceptable for most users for moderate 
distances of 800 to 1200 feet. Likewise, 7% to 8% grades should be kept to 
400 and 300 feet, respectfully, to be acceptable to most users. Once into 
the 9% to 10% grade ranges, the acceptable length of climb is 200 feet or 
less for most users. 

Notably, these grades relate to the average trail user. For fitness training and 
elite bicyclists and inline skaters, trail grades in the 7% to 8% for moderate 
distances are not only acceptable, but sought out. That is why St. Croix 
Trail has become and will continue to be so popular with bicyclists. It is one 
of a limited number of roads in the region that offers the type of training 
opportunity and scenic qualities that these riders are seeking.  

SELF-SELECTION OF TRAIL ROUTES BASED ON ABILITIES AND DESIRES

Overall, the optimal regional trail route takes advantage of the unique 
qualities of the study area and provides numerous opportunities for trail 
users to self-select segments that are within their abilities and suit their 
personal desires for recreation and fitness. In addition, the optimal trail 
route also effectively expands the value of the stand-alone parks and open 
spaces by providing visitors with more recreational options when spending 
the day or week in the area. 

From the old rail grade south of the Carpenter Nature 
Center views of the historic bridge into Prescott 
dominate the viewshed.    

Trail grades were factored into route selection, as is 
the case here along the St. Croix Trail Branch of the 
regional trail. Looking south from 80th Street, this climb 
approaches 9% for a short section. This underscores 
the importance of the Quadrant Avenue Branch where 
grades are generally 5% or less. Although steeper 
than most riders would want, this segment of trail will 
decidedly appeal to many bicyclists for the challenge.     
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ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ROUTES 
As the Master Plan map illustrates, a number of alternate trail alignments 
are included for the Afton State Park area for a couple of reasons. First, the 
alternates are necessary due to the uncertainty of obtaining a trail easement 
for the trail route through Afton Alps ski area, which is a private enterprise. 
Under a willing seller approach, acquisition of any easements will have 
to satisfy all concerns of the property owner, including potential impacts 
to the ski facility. Whether or not the owner sees the trail as an advantage 
or disadvantage to summer seasonal business has yet to be determined, 
but it would be expected to weigh into their willingness to provide an 
easement. Likewise, being able to satisfy security issues related to the ski 
area infrastructure would also have to be satisfactorily addressed in order to 
obtain an easement. 

Importantly, the optimal route shown on the master plan is proposed 
because it provides the most advantageous alignment for the trail, especially 
as it relates to trail grades. However, should negotiation of an easement 
prove unsuccessful, the alternative routes through the park provide other 
options worthy of consideration, albeit each posing different advantages and 
disadvantages as defined under the descriptions for each route. 

The second reason for including alternative trail alignments in Afton State 
Park is to give DNR park planners some flexibility to integrate the trails 
into the park’s overall master plan. The current master plan is due for 
updating in the next few years and will undoubtedly take into consideration 
all aspects of the park’s use, level of development, and natural resource 
preservation/stewardship. (This issue is considered in more detail later in this 
section.) 

With these reasons in mind, the following provides an overview of each of 
the alternate trail routes identified on the Master Plan map. 

ALTERNATE TRAIL ROUTE “A” 
Going from west to east, this alternate route follows the south side of 50th 
Street South from St. Croix Trail east into Afton State Park. From there, 
the trail follows existing natural surface trails within the park. Notably, the 
regional trail alignment would purposefully avoid the open prairie area on 
the northern end of the park to preserve its character and the open views 
across the prairie that local park users have become accustomed to seeing. 

Once the trail reaches the picnic area along the river it would tie into the 
existing multiuse paved trail that begins just to the south of the picnic area 
and continues south all the way up to the visitor center generally following 
the entrance drive. 

The alignment of this alternate is very aesthetically appealing and offers a 
lot of scenic value. However, the grades along 50th Street and in certain 
segments within the park exceed 10%, making the trail more challenging 
and therefore less appealing to some trail users. Primarily for this reason, this 
alignment is best considered an alternate rather than the optimal route. 

ALTERNATE TRAIL ROUTE “B”    
This alternate route essentially follows an existing natural surface trail from 
Trout Brook to an intersection with the Alternate “A” alignment. As with “A”, 
this is a very appealing alignment with the exception of the grade, which is 
in the 8% to 11% range. For the same reason as “A”, this alignment is best 
considered as an alternate rather than the optimal route. 

As this photo illustrates, the grade up 50th Street from 
St. Croix Trail is in excess of 10%. At this grade, most 
bicyclists would walk their bikes. 

As this photo illustrates, the character of many of the 
alternate trail alignments is very appealing, with the main 
limiting factor being steeper grades in certain sections 
due to the inherent character of the landscape. 
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ALTERNATE TRAIL ROUTE “C”    
This alternate route simply provides another alternative to the other routes 
previously defined. In this case, the grade of the trail is not an issue since it 
follows the brook as it ties into the other trails shown on the master plan. 

TRAIL LOOPS WITHIN THE STATE PARK 
As the Master Plan map illustrates, there are numerous opportunities to use 
the alternate trail alignments to create a series of trail loops within the park. 
Whether these should be developed to a similar standard as the regional 
trail is a matter for consideration as part of the park master planning process.  

ALTERNATE REGIONAL TRAIL ROUTE FOLLOWING ST. CROIX TRAIL

From a planning perspective, it must be recognized that all of the trail routes 
that traverse through Afton State Park and Afton Alps ski area entail some 
inherent uncertainties, as previously defined. For this reason, the regional 
trail master plan also includes an alternate alignment in which the trail 
would continue following St. Croix Trail between Trout Brook and 70th Street 
South should no routes through the park prove workable (within the context 
of Afton State park master plan or being acceptable to the owners of Afton 
Alps). Although this is the least interesting and desirable alignment of those 
identified and also poses some grade challenges, it is included in the master 
plan to underscore the importance of maintaining trail continuity from the 
City of Afton down to Point Douglas Park. 

BIKEWAY ROUTE 
As defined in Section III – Regional Trail Vision and Value Statement,  
bikeways serve a specific subset of bicyclists that prefer riding on the road 
over trails. These tend to be advanced or experienced riders who are 
comfortable riding in traffic as long as there is reasonable maneuvering 
space. Even with a trail nearby, these bicyclists will routinely continue riding 
on the road because it is often less restrictive, has fewer pavement changes, 
is suitable for higher speeds, and poses less risk of conflicts with other trail 
users. For these bicyclists, providing a bikeway is essential to providing a safe 
operating environment. 

From a driver’s perspective, bikeways are also beneficial in that they provide 
more maneuvering space for vehicles, thus reducing the propensity for 
conflict. In addition, since many bicyclists will ride on a road irrespective 
of shoulder width, bikeways are often of equal or greater advantage to 
motorists than bicyclists. St. Croix Trail is a classic case in point, where 
bicyclists continue to ride on the road with increasing frequency irrespective 
of shoulder widths. As traffic levels increase, so does the propensity for 
conflict and accidents. For these reasons, providing a bikeway along St. 
Croix Trail is included as part of the regional trail master plan.  

DESIGN OF THE BIKEWAY 
The design for the bikeway will need to be consistent with the Natural 
Preservation Route designation for St. Croix Trail (As defined in Section I) 
and any other applicable Washington County transportation engineering 
standards. Under the Natural Preservation Route designation, a six foot 
shoulder is designated where bicycle use is heavy, which is the case here. 
A four foot wide shoulder is the typical minimum, which is approximately 
what is provided on the improved northern end of St. Croix Trail between 
Afton and approximately 50th Street. The cross-section on the next page 
highlight key aspects of a typical bikeway design.

Even in inclement weather, St. Croix Trail is a popular 
ride for fitness seeking bicyclists. From downtown Afton 
south to approximately 50th Street, an urban road 
section (top photo) provides a narrow but adequate 
shoulder, which greatly improves the safety of this part of 
the bikeway route. South of this area, however, the road 
is narrow with very limited shoulder (bottom photo), 
which increases the potential for conflict. 
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Note that the technical design specifications for shoulder improvements, 
including their ultimate width, will be subject to transportation engineering 
standards at the time of any roadway upgrades. These requirements 
supersede any implied design guidelines represented in this document. 

The actual timing of any improvements to shoulders for bikeways or other 
purposes is also linked to future roadway improvement schedules. For St. 
Croix Trail, significant improvements are not anticipated until after 2010, at 
the earliest (and perhaps significantly later). 

In spite of the uncertainty of roadway improvement schedules within 
Washington County, a designated bikeway along St. Croix Trail adds 
considerable value to the regional trail system in the study area by 
improving facilities for all user groups and creating a safer environment for 
road bicyclists to recreate and for drivers to maneuver around them. 

As part of the planning process, numerous other trail route options in the 
city of Afton and Denmark Township were considered and presented to the 
public in various forums. Although many of these routes offered exceptional 
scenic and recreational values, they also posed a number of constraints. 
Most notably of these were private property ownership issues. The following 
examines a number of routes that were considered at the conceptual 
level during the public process but have not been integrated as part of the 
regional trail corridor. 

CITY OF AFTON – BETWEEN 45TH AND 50TH STREETS  
Early in the public process, making a trail connection between 45th and 50th 
Streets was considered due to the directness of the route, desirable grades, 
and the opportunity to integrate the trail into future development planning 
in this area. However, strong opposition by land owners and lack of support 
by the City of Afton precluded this from being considered a viable part of 
the regional trail corridor master plan. The following map illustrates the 
routing ideas that were initially considered. 

OTHER TRAIL ROUTE 
CONSIDERATIONS 

Although regional trails are no longer being proposed through the privately 
owned land in this area, considerable opportunity remains to link local trails 
with the proposed regional trail as development occurs in the future, at the 
discretion of the city of Afton. (These opportunities are considered in greater 
detail in Section IV – Local Trail Opportunities.)

Neither of these two routes are included 
in the regional trail master plan

As this photo illustrates, the grade along 45th Street 
from St. Croix Trail is less than 5%, which made it a very 
appealing route to consider. 

Typical bikeway design following Natural Preservation 
Route designation standards. 
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DENMARK TOWNSHIP – AFTON STATE PARK TO ST. 
CROIX BLUFFS REGIONAL PARK

Again early in the public process, a number of routes through the 
countryside in Denmark Township were considered due to their scenic 
qualities, directness, and the opportunity to integrate these trails into 
future development planning in this area. Although opposition was less 
pronounced than in Afton, land owners expressed many concerns and the 
lack of near-term support precluded these routes from being considered 
a viable part of the regional trail corridor master plan. The following map 
illustrates the routing ideas that were initially considered. 

None of these routes are 
included in the regional 
trail master plan

None of these routes are 
included in the regional 
trail master plan

As this photo illustrates, the landscape in Denmark 
Township is very appealing and offers many 
opportunities at the local level to integrate trails and 
natural areas preservation with future development. 
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Although regional trails are no longer being proposed for most of these 
routes, considerable opportunity remains to integrate local trails within this 
area of Denmark Township with the regional system as development occurs 
in the future, at the discretion of the Township. (These opportunities are 
considered in greater detail in Section IV – Local Trail Opportunities.)

OLD RAIL GRADE ROUTE ALONG ST. CROIX RIVER

Another notable route that was investigated, but is no longer being 
considered for the regional trail, was to exclusively follow the old rail grade 
from the city of Afton south all the way to Point Douglas Park. Although 
some sections of this grade are indeed part of the regional trail master 
plan, the vast majority of it is not. Whereas the rail grade would make 
an exceptional trail corridor for its scenic quality and easy grade, private 
property issues and local opposition to this alignment preclude it from being 
a viable option at this juncture in time. With over 70 property owners along 
this stretch of the river, it is simply unrealistic to expect that acquisition of 
the corridor under a willing seller context is achievable – especially since it 
would only take a few non-interested parties to forestall building the trail 
(due to lack of any alternative routes once on the rail grade). This also holds 
true for River Raod in Afton, where property ownership issues and limited 
public right-of-way make retrofitting a trail in the area unachievable. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE REGIONAL TRAIL MASTER PLAN 
In spite of a willing seller land acquisition context, it was clear from public 
debate that support at the local level for regional trail routes that extensively 
traversed across private property was limited. Even in the context that actual 
trail development may be years in the future, it was clear that local property 
owners and their respective local governments felt that trail planning that 
extensively involved private property is best dealt with as a local planning 
issue. Clearly, some of these alignments could have added value to the 
regional trail experience within the study area. 

Nonetheless, the regional trail master plan is successful in achieving the 
goals set for the project while still accommodating any limitations put on the 
project at the local level, especially those related to private property. For the 
most part, the regional trail stays within public rights-of-way or parks. The 
only exceptions to this are the trail segments from Carpenter Nature Center 
south to Point Douglas Park following the old rail grade and the River Loop 
Branch just north of St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park – both of which having 
compelling justifications. 

The Carpenter to Point Douglas Park segment is critical to the regional trail 
for three reasons. First, it is the only way to integrate the Carpenter Nature 
Center into the regional trail system, which is a major objective of the plan. 
Second, the route offers exceptional views of the river and the Prescott, 
Wisconsin area. Third, there are no reasonable alternative routes given that 
the right-of-way along St. Croix Trail south of 117th Street is reduced from 
120’ to 60’, which is inadequate to accommodate a trail given the ditches 
and vegetation patterns. Fortunately, this trail segment along the old rail 
grade involves only a limited number of property owners. 

The River Loop Branch trail segment also adds considerable value to the 
regional trail by providing a more direct link between the Quadrant Avenue 
Branch and St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park. This loop is also very scenic and 
creates another trail loop for trail users to choose from. As with the other 
Carpenter-Point Douglas Park segment, this segment also involves only a 
limited number of property owners. 

As this photo illustrates, the old rail grade provides a 
ready-made corridor for a trail. Although it is taken 
advantage of in some areas, private property issues 
preclude the use of the old rail bed for the entire trail. 

The limited right-of-way along St. Croix Trail south of 
117th Street is too limiting to easily accommodate the 
trail, which makes the old rail grade the most suitable 
and desirable location.  
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As previously defined and illustrated on the Master Plan map, the regional 
trail traverses through a number of public and private parks and natural 
areas. As separate entities, each of these have individual master plans that 
may need to be amended to accommodate the regional trail.

Even though the trail routes are believed to be thoughtfully located, there 
are undoubtedly other relative factors associated with these individual parks 
and natural areas that have not be fully considered. Factors such as intended 
uses, level of development, and natural resource stewardship strategies will 
all factor into how the regional trail is integrated into these sites. 

Given these circumstances, this master plan provides a degree of flexibility 
on route location, plan implementation strategies, and timing in order to 
integrate the regional trail into the individual master plans for Afton State 
Park, St . Croix Regional Park, and Carpenter Nature Center. To add context 
to this, the following provides an overview of the most critical factors 
associated with each of these entities. 

AFTON STATE PARK 
As previously defined, there are a number of options for routing the regional 
trail through the state park, each having various advantages and limitations. 
For the reasons cited, the optimal route is the most desirable and the 
recommended starting point for determining the best alignment for the 
regional trail. In the context of the park master planning process, the most 
important factors associated with selecting a trail route include: 
• Managing trail grades to as close to 5% or less to the degree possible
• Selecting a scenic route that offers high recreational value and links to 

other park features
• Minimizing ecological impacts and providing adequate buffering 

between the trail and sensitive ecological systems, such as Trout Brook

ST. CROIX BLUFFS REGIONAL PARK

The proposed regional trail alignment is consistent with the approved master 
plan for this park (2002). Any changes to that plan that may occur in the 
future should be subsequently reflected in this master plan. 

CARPENTER NATURE CENTER

The context for integrating the regional trail into the Nature Center’s master 
plan is similar to Afton State Park, albeit in a private setting. The most 
important factors associated with selecting a route for the trail include: 
• Managing trail grades to as close to 5% or less to the degree possible
• Selecting a scenic route that offers high recreational value
• Minimizing ecological impacts and providing adequate buffering 

between the trail and sensitive ecological systems

A significant issue that will require a formal agreement between Washington 
County and Carpenter Nature Center is the need to ensure public access to 
the trail. The agreement will have to follow standard County protocol and 
cover items such as fiscal responsibilities for developing and maintaining the 
trail, liability issues, and stated rights of public access.   

INTEGRATING THE REGIONAL 
TRAIL MASTER PLAN WITH 
OTHER MASTER PLANS 

REGIONAL TRAIL MASTER 
PLAN: DETAIL OVERVIEW  

The remainder of this section provides a more detailed overview of the 
various trail routes defined under the master plan. The primary objective 
is to define important factors that influenced route selection, as well as 
highlighting issues that were brought up during the public process that 
may affect the ultimate development of each trail segment. Note that the 
detailed maps correlate to the numbers shown on the overall Master Plan 
map.   

Some of the existing trails within Afton State Park are 
well suited to be part of the regional trail, albeit would 
have to be widened from 8’ to 10’ to meet typical 
standards. 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

This trail segment connects to the existing regional trail coming into Afton from the north and currently 
ending at a small local park. From this point, the proposed trail heads south along the east side of the 
main street in downtown Afton and continues along St. Croix Trail on up the “coulee.” Throughout the 
downtown section, the trail would be located directly adjacent to the curb line to maximize separation 
between adjacent residential homes and the trail. Once heading south up the coulee, the trail remains on 
the east side within a few feet of the existing curb to minimize grading and disruption to natural vegetation. 
If considered appropriate by the city of Afton, the small park (see map) could be used as a trailhead and 
provide 6 to 10 parking spaces while still leaving space for trailhead amenities such as picnic tables and an 
information kiosk. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

The primary development constraint through this section is the limited right-of-way in the downtown 
section which requires the trail to be located adjacent to the curb line with a very limited boulevard. 
Heading up the coulee, the trail crosses one private drive that comes in at a steep angle. This will require 
detail design attention to ensure that it is safe for trail users and the property owner. Otherwise, there are 
no major physical impediments to constructing the trail along this stretch with the exception of several 
ditches or drainageways that will have to be crossed either through filling or bridging. The grades associated 
with the downtown section are less than 3% and pose no limitations. Once heading up the coulee, the 
grades average 4% to 5%, with one section at 7.5% to 8.0%. Although this latter segment is steeper than 
desirable for long stretches, there are no other acceptable options to consider given that following River 
Road South was found to be unacceptable (e.g., eliminated due to right-of-way and encroachment issues.)

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

The primary encroachment issue for this segment is in the downtown area where space is limited between 
the trail and several homes. The primary concern of residents is maintaining as much of a separation as 
possible and, where feasible, a vegetative buffer in front of their homes. Providing an ornamental-type 
fence adjacent to the trail should also be considered in select locations to increase the sense of separation 
between homes and the trail. Given these factors, residents should have the opportunity to participate in 
the detail design phase to ensure their individual concerns are understood and reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

A TRAIL CROSS-SECTION IN DOWNTOWN AFTON 

This cross-section and photo illustrate 
the conditions along the main street in 
downtown Afton. By placing the trail 
directly behind the curb line with only a 
2’-0 shoulder (for signs), the separation 
between the trail and residential homes 
can be maximized. In select locations, 
an ornamental fence is also proposed 
to create a greater sense of separation 
between the trail and homes. 

B TRAIL CROSS-SECTION OF COULEE - ST. CROIX TRAIL

This cross-section and photo illustrate the 
conditions common through the early 
part of St. Croix Trail as it heads south up 
the coulee between downtown Afton and 
45th Street. The trail would be placed on 
the east (left) side of the road. It would 
also be located fairly close to the curb line 
to minimize grading and encroachment 
into the natural vegetation. 

(viewed looking south)

(viewed looking south)

3

5

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #1 
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The photo (looking west) shows the small 
local park that could serve as a trailhead with 
6 to 10 parking spaces, picnic tables, and an 
information kiosk. 
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the variable conditions along mainstreet in 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

Continuing south up the coulee, the trail would remain on the east side of St. Croix Trail within a few feet 
of the existing curb to minimize grading and disruption to natural vegetation. This continues until south 
of 45th Street, where the curb ends and a rural road section takes over. Heading south from here, the 
trail would be separated from the road to the degree possible while staying within the right-of-way and 
minimizing impacts to existing natural vegetation. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

Up to the point where the rural section starts, the development of the trail will be consistent with the 
previous segment. Working within the existing right-of-way offers certain limitations to trail location, but 
none of which will preclude its construction. The grades along this segment generally average less than 5%, 
with the exception of the 6.2% grade coming up the coulee north of 45th Street. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

The primary encroachment issue for this segment is the section where the right-of-way narrows down to 
as little as 60’ for a short distance. In this area, lacking the acquisition of additional easement width as part 
of a future road upgrade, the trail would be located directly behind the curb line (as shown in the section 
below). To avoid encroachment into private property, a small retaining wall may also be needed for certain 
stretches of this section of trail. Otherwise, the right-of-way should be adequate for construction of the 
trail. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this narrow section should have the 
opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual concerns are understood and 
reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

As shown on the map, an alternate trail route following 50th Street is included in the master plan to give 
Afton State Park as much flexibility as possible in determining the best trail route through the park (as part of 
a separate and future planning process). The advantage of this option is that it gets trail users into the park 
sooner than the route following St. Croix Trail to the south. The significant disadvantages are the limited 
right-of-way and the steep grades on 50th Street South, which exceed 10% at points. For these reasons, this 
route is considered an alternate and is best considered only if the route following St. Croix Trail and Trout 
Brook is not a workable option after further consideration by Afton State Park. Note also that other routes 
between 45th and 50th were considered but ultimately not included for a variety of reasons. (See Section V 
– Local Trail System Opportunities for additional information on this last issue.)  

C TRAIL CROSS-SECTION AT NARROW SECTION ALONG ST. CROIX TRAIL 

This cross-section and photo illustrate a 
narrow section of St. Croix Trail just prior 
to the urban road section ending. Due 
to the limited right-of-way, the trail will 
be located close to the curb line and, 
in select locations, a retaining wall may 
be necessary to limit encroachment into 
private property and stay within the right-
of-way.  

D TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG ST. CROIX TRAIL 

This cross-section and photo illustrate a 
rural road section where the right-of-way 
is back to 100’ or more. In areas such 
as this, the trail will be set back from 
the road edge as much as possible. The 
exact location of the trail will depend on 
right-of-way width, grades, and extent of 
existing natural vegetation. The objective 
is to retain the character of St. Croix Trail 
consistent with its Natural Preservation 
Route designation. 

(viewed looking south)

(viewed looking south)

6
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TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #2 
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The photo (looking east) up 50th Street from 
St. Croix Trail shows the grade challenges, 
which at points are over 10%. If this alternate 
is selected, the trail would be located on the 
north (left) side directly adjacent to the road 
edge to minimize encroachment. 
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E TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG 50TH
(viewed looking east)

Curb line ends 
– urban section 
to the north/rural 
section to the 
south 

R.O.W ranges between 100’ 
to  120’ along St. Croix Trail 
unless noted otherwise

1

5.5%
A

Proposed Bikeway

Proposed Regional  Trail  
– Optimal Route

Alternate Regional Trail 
Routes 

Highlights Grades Over 
5% (Grades are 5% or less 
unless shown otherwise)

Picture ID#

Cross-Section ID#

Map Legend

Alternate Regional Trail Route 
(Only if all routes through 
State Park are not adopted)

6.3% - 600’

10+% - 800’

8



SECTION III - REGIONAL TRAIL MASTER PLAN

ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL

MAP LEGEND

3.14

SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

Heading south, the optimal trail route continues along the east side of St. Croix Trail. The trail remains 
separated from the road while still staying within the right-of-way and minimizing impacts to existing natural 
vegetation. At Trout Brook, the trail enters Afton State Park and heads east along the brook. In order to 
avoid steeper grades within the park, the route continues along Trout Brook and enters the very north side 
of Afton Alps ski hill (private) at the base of the slope adjacent to the brook. Since this is private property, 
gaining an easement will be necessary. Under a willing seller context, this poses some inherent uncertainty 
as to its feasibility. Therefore, even though this is the preferred route, a number of alternatives have been 
provided, as described below.  

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

The main development constraint for the optimal trail route is making the grade transition from the road 
right-of-way to the alignment along Trout Brook. This involves dealing with a significant ditch on the 
east side of the road, which poses some grade and grading constraints that may require a combination 
of bridging and retaining walls. Otherwise, the only other major trail development issue is providing an 
adequate ecological buffer along Trout Brook. Working within the existing right-of-way along St. Croix Trail 
again offers certain limitations to trail location, but none of which preclude the trail’s construction. The 
grades along this segment generally average less than 5%, with the exception of the 6.5% grade coming  
down the hill toward Trout Brook. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

In addition to the Afton Alps situation, the primary encroachment issue for this segment is making sure 
that driveway crossings are safe for both trail users and residents. Otherwise, the right-of-way should be 
adequate for construction of the trail. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this 
section should have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual 
concerns are reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

As shown on the map, a couple of alternate trail routes through Afton State park are included in the master 
plan. This was done to give park planners as much flexibility as possible in determining the best trail route 
through the park as part of a separate and future planning process. Alternatives are also necessary due to 
the uncertainty of being able to secure an easement from Afton Alps along Trout Brook.  Although these 
alternative routes are very appealing, they are more limiting due to several sections of steeper grades than 
would be the case following the optimal route, as shown on the map. 

Note also that if none of the trail routes through Afton State Park prove successful, an alternative included in 
the plan is to continue the trail along St. Croix Trail as shown on the map. Although this is a workable route, 
it is not as scenic or appealing as the routes through the park, especially the optimal trail route. 

1

G TRAIL CROSS-SECTION OF COULEE - ST. CROIX TRAIL

This cross-section and photo illustrate the character of the trail as it follows Trout Brook. Importantly, the trail 
would have to be appropriately located to ensure an adequate ecological buffer along the brook. Since space is 
limited, this will require the involvement of a trained ecologist during development to address detail ecological 
concerns. 

(viewed looking east)

10

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #3 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

This segment of the master plan focuses on alternative routes within Afton State Park, as considered below.

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

Although not directly a regional trail master plan related issue, much discussion during the public process 
focused on the use of River Road South in Afton as a trail route into Afton State Park. There was very strong 
public consensus against this for a variety of reasons as previously considered in this document. Given this, 
it is recommended that Afton State Park consider ways in which unauthorized access coming into the park 
along the old rail grade through private property can be more formally blocked off. Other than this issue, 
there are no other private property encroachment issues associated with the trail segments shown on this 
map. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

As shown on the map, the alternative “A” trail route traverses through the state park following existing 
natural surfaced trail corridors. Notably, there is a significant 7% to 9% grade along one section of this route, 
which is the main reason it is defined as an alternate rather the optimal route through the park.  

Part of alternate “C” trail route is also shown on the map. This simply provides an alternate to parts of the 
optimal route that traverses through the state park and Afton Alps property. (Refer to the overall map and 
Trail Segment Map 6 for additional information on this connection.)

A spur trail to an overlook is also shown on the map. This is recommended to exhibit the appealing views of 
the river while trail users are within the park. (This is not part of the regional trail master plan. It would be 
considered as part of future state park master planning.)  

G TRAIL CROSS-SECTION IN RAVINE AREA OF AFTON STATE PARK 

This photo (looking east from the trail) highlights 
an existing picnic area on the banks of the St. Croix 
River. This is just one of the many recreational 
opportunities in Afton State Park. 

This cross-section and photo illustrate the 
general character of the trail through the 
ravine area following alternate “A” route. It 
is a very visually appealing route, although 
the 7% to 9% grade makes it more 
challenging than the optimal route. 

(viewed looking southeast)

11

12 13
This photo (looking south) illustrates an existing 
bridge over Trout Brook within Afton State Park. If 
alternate “A” was the selected route through the 
park, this trail would become asphalt. 

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #4 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

This map illustrates several segments of the optimal trail route.  Along Trout Brook, the trail continues along 
the very north side of Afton Alps ski hill (private) at the base of the slope adjacent to the stream. Again, 
since this is private property, gaining an easement will be necessary. Under a willing seller context, this 
poses some inherent uncertainty as to its feasibility. Therefore, even though this is the preferred route, a 
number of alternatives have been provided. The map also illustrates part of the St. Croix Trail branch of 
the optimal trail route, which essentially follows the existing paved trail alignment adjacent to the park 
entrance drive. From Afton State Park, this branch of the trail once again follows St. Croix Trail in a southerly 
direction.   

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

Providing an adequate ecological buffer along Trout Brook remains a development issue. Working within 
the existing right-of-way along St. Croix Trail again offers certain limitations to trail location, but none of 
which preclude the trail’s construction. The existing grades of the paved trail within Afton State Park are 
steeper than typically desired, which is part of the rationale for having the two branches to the regional trail. 
(The Quadrant Avenue branch has trail grades of 5% or less.) 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

The major encroachment issue for this segment relates to the Afton Alps situation, as previously defined. 
Otherwise, the right-of-way along St. Croix Trail should be adequate for construction of the trail. As 
with other segments, making sure that driveway crossings are safe for both trail users and residents is an 
important design factor. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this section should 
have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual concerns are 
reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

The regional trail master plan includes an alternate alignment following St. Croix Trail between Trout Brook 
and 70th Street South should no routes through the park prove workable (within the context of Afton State 
park master plan or being acceptable to the owners of Afton Alps). Although this is the least interesting and 
desirable alignment of those identified (and also poses some grade challenges), it is included in the master 
plan to underscore the importance of maintaining trail continuity from the city of Afton down to Point 
Douglas Park. 

H TRAIL CROSS-SECTION OF TRAIL FOLLOWING TROUT BROOK 

This cross-section illustrates the character of the trail as it follows Trout Brook 
through the Afton Alps area. As illustrated, providing some type of physical 
separation between the trail and the ski facility will likely be needed. In some 
areas, the brook itself might be sufficient. In others, vegetation and a fence 
might also be needed, although the fence is the least aesthetically desirable 
approach. 

I TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG ST. CROIX TRAIL

This cross-section and photo 
illustrate a rural road section 
where the right-of-way is 100’ 
or more. In areas such as this, 
the trail will be set back from the 
road edge as much as possible. 
The exact location of the trail 
will depend the extent of existing 
natural vegetation and location 
of driveways that need to be 
crossed. The objective is to retain 
the character of the St. Croix 
Trail consistent with its Natural 
Preservation Route designation. 

(viewed looking south)

(viewed looking south)
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regional trail standards. 
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The photo (looking south) illustrates the 
character of the alternate route along St. 
Croix, which is less scenic than the routes 
through Afton State Park. 
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section   

70th Street S.



SECTION III - REGIONAL TRAIL MASTER PLAN

ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL

MAP LEGEND

3.20

SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

The optimal route continues along Trout Brook until as it reenters the state park. After crossing the brook, 
the trail heads south along the property line following an existing hiking and horseback trail until it 
ultimately crosses the entrance drive and reconnects with the existing paved park trail. The advantage that 
this route has over alternate route “A” is more modest grades. Otherwise, either route provides a pleasant 
trail experience.  

Once the trail reconnects with the existing paved trail, it continues south and then west following the park 
drive. As shown on the map, the trail branches off in two directions, one toward the Quadrant Avenue 
branch and the other to the St. Croix Trail branch. Together, these two branches ultimately form a loop. Of 
the two, the Quadrant Branch has the more modest grades, with the majority of it 5% or less.    

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

Maintaining an adequate ecological buffer along Trout Brook remains a development issue. The grades 
associated with the existing park trail as it follows the park entrance drive are steeper than desired, but 
there is no practical way around this except to follow the Quadrant Avenue branch of the trial. 

At 8’-0, the width of the existing paved trail is below the regional standard of 10’-0. Upgrading to this 
standard could either occur when the rest of the trail is implemented, or when the existing trail wears out 
and needs to be replaced, which ever occurs first. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

Other than those previously defined for the segment that relates to the Afton Alps situation, there are no 
encroachment or rights-of-way issues for this segment of trail. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

The existing paved trail defined as alternate “A” on the map is the only alternate for this segment of trail. 
The only limitation with this route is the steeper grade along one key section. Otherwise, it is a pleasant 
trail. If desired by state park planners, development of alternate “C” would create an internal loop that 
allows trail users to self-select a route based on abilities and scenic values. 

This photo (looking south) illustrates the character 
of the trail corridor following the optimal trail 
route. 

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #6 

18 19
This photo (looking south) illustrates the character 
of the existing paved trail corridor following the 
park entrance drive. Note the significant grade as 
the trail and drive head west toward the visitor 
center.  

This photo (looking south), illustrates the existing 
paved trail under alternate “A’, which is pleasant 
but steeper than the optimal route. Nonetheless, it 
will still appeal to many trail users. 

20 21
This photo (looking south) illustrates another 
section of the existing paved trail. This too provides 
a very appealing scenic setting. 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

The St. Croix Trail branch of the regional trail continues south within the existing right-of-way for this entire 
segment. Although some of the grades in this section are more challenging, it is a very pleasant part of the 
trail, as the aerial photo suggests. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

Although the right-of-way is ample in width throughout this section, preserving as much of the natural 
vegetation as possible will require flexibility in locating the trail within the right-of-way, as the two cross-
sections below suggest. This is especially the case where the right-of-way is limited to 66’-0 for a stretch of 
the road. Otherwise, the grades along one section range from 7% to 9%, which is steeper than the desired 
5% (but also inherent with this alignment). 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

As with other segments, making sure that driveway crossings are safe for both trail users and residents is an 
important design factor. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this section should 
have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual concerns are 
reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

J TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG ST. CROIX TRAIL WHERE THE RIGHT-OF-WAY IS WIDEST

This cross-section and photo illustrate a 
rural road section where the right-of-way 
is 100’ or more. As with other similar 
areas, the trail will be set back from the 
road edge as much as possible. The exact 
location of the trail will depend the extent 
of existing natural vegetation, ditch grades,  
and location of driveways that need to be 
crossed.  

K TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG ST. CROIX TRAIL WHERE THE RIGHT-OF-WAY IS NARROWEST

This cross-section and photo illustrate the  
condition encountered where the right-of-
way narrows to 66’-0. If it stays this width, 
a curb and minimum shoulder may be 
needed to accommodate the trail within 
the right-of-way. 

(viewed looking south)

(viewed looking south)

22
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TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #7 
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This photo (looking south) shows the narrow 
bridge just south of 80th Street. This poses a 
design challenge, as does the narrower R.O.W.  
heading up the hill in the background. 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

The Quadrant Avenue branch of the regional trail begins on the south side of Afton State Park and heads 
south along Quadrant Avenue until 87th Street. Currently, the trail is shown on the west side of the road 
based on the current level of development, in which it crosses fewer driveways and encroaches less on 
the homes that are now present. At 66’-0, the right-of-way is narrow but adequate, as the cross-section 
illustrates. Relative to the St. Croix Trail branch, the views and character of the trail are more wide open, yet 
pleasant and complementary. The major advantage of this route is that the grades are generally 5% or less, 
making it accessible for most trail users.  

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

The major issue that is best resolved at the point of implementation is which side of the road the trail 
should be located on. At that time, the level of development and location of any new roads and driveways, 
along with other factors, will be better understood. Overall, there is no distinct advantage to the trail being 
on one side or the other, except perhaps at the intersection of 87th Street. If the trail was on the east side 
of Quadrant, the crossing of 87th Street would involve less traffic since most of it would head north on 
Quadrant from 87th Street, thus not affecting trail users as they cross 87th.  

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

As with other segments, making sure that driveway crossings are safe for both trail users and residents is an 
important design factor. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this section should 
have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual concerns are 
reasonably addressed. This is especially the case here, where the location of the trail remains uncertain. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

L TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG QUADRANT AVENUE SOUTH 

This cross-section and photo 
illustrate the  general character of 
the Quadrant Avenue branch of the 
regional trail. The photo is taken from 
the high point of the road, looking 
south. 

These photos (looking south, in 
panoramic) illustrate the general location 
where the trail leaves the state park. To 
the west (right) of the road are a couple 
of private properties, which may affect 
the trail crossing location if the trail was 
located on the west side.  

(viewed looking south)

27

26

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #8
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M TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG 87TH STREET SOUTH  

This cross-section illustrates the general 
character of trail within the 66’-0 right-
of-way. Although certain sections of this 
corridor will pose some grade change issues 
in the ditches, none are expected to be 
insurmountable.  

N TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG ST. CROIX TRAIL

This cross-section and 
photo illustrate the  
general character of the 
St. Croix Trail through this 
segment. Note the depth 
of the ditch area adjacent  
to the road, which will 
present some limitations 
on the final location for 
the trail. 

(viewed looking south)

(viewed looking south)

28

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #9 
SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

The St. Croix Trail branch of the regional trail continues south within the existing right-of-way for this entire 
segment. The 87th Street cross trail that links the Quadrant Avenue and St. Croix Trail branches together and 
runs east-west on the south side of the road within the existing right-of-way. Grades are not an issue with 
either of these trail segments. On the southern end of the St. Croix Trail segment the trail enters St. Croix 
Bluffs Regional Park and connects with the park’s internal trail system. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

On St. Croix Trail, there is ample right of way width throughout this section. However, in a number of 
areas there is considerable elevation change between the edge of the road and the bottom of the ditch, 
which will pose some constraints on the final location and grading-in of the trail. On 87th Street, the same 
condition is found, albeit to a lesser extent. Otherwise, the grades along both of these trail segments are 
generally 5% or less. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

As with other segments, making sure that driveway crossings are safe for both trail users and residents is an 
important design factor. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this section should 
have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual concerns are 
reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 



Local trails are not 
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Master Plan, although 
interconnections 
are encouraged as 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

The 87th Street trail that links the Quadrant Avenue and St. Croix Trail branches together and runs east-west 
on the south side of the road within the existing right-of-way. Grades again are not an issue with either this 
or the Quadrant Avenue trail segment. The River Loops branch of the regional trail is also illustrated on the 
map. This connection between 87th Street and St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park follows a ravine down to the 
old rail bed along the river, which then connects to a proposed beach area. This is a very scenic area and 
although the grades are in the 6% to 9% range, the trail is not as steep as many others. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

On 87th Street, the elevation change between the edge of the road and the bottom of the ditch will pose 
some constraints on the final location and grading-in of the trail. With the River Loops branch, the major 
issue will be acquiring a trail easement under a willing seller context. The major issues are expected to 
be the impact that the trail would have on property values, limitations on future land uses/development, 
and any associated liability concerns (based on input by the property owner.)  Throughout the ravine 
area, providing an adequate buffer between the trail and any sensitive ecological area is also an important 
development factor. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

As with other segments, making sure that driveway and roadway crossings are safe for both trail users and 
residents is an important design factor. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this 
section should have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual 
concerns are reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

M TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG 87TH STREET SOUTH  

This cross-section and photo 
illustrate the general character of 
trail within the 66’-0 right-of-way. 

O TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG RAVINE

These cross-sections illustrate the 
character of the River Loop branch as it 
traverses through a ravine and then along 
the old rail grade. Although relatively 
short, it would undoubtedly be a very 
scenic and appealing trail segment. 

(viewed looking south)

(viewed looking south)

29

P
TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG OLD RAIL GRADE 
(viewed looking south)

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #10 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

This segment of the regional trail lies entirely in St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park and will be consistent with 
the updated master plan of 2002. Within the park, the trail would connect to all of the major use areas and 
recreational facilities and amenities, as the master plan graphic below illustrates. As the map illustrates, the 
trail would exit the park on the southwest corner, where it once again follows St. Croix Trail to the south. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

As defined in the master plan for the regional park. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

The regional park master plan includes the acquisition of additional acreage to the north of the current park 
boundary, as shown on the master plan graphic. If this land is not ultimately acquired, some rerouting of the 
trail would be necessary. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

MASTER PLAN FOR ST. CROIX BLUFFS REGIONAL PARK 

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #11
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

From St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park, the regional trail continues south within the existing right-of-way of St. 
Croix Trail for this entire segment until 117th Street, whereupon it crosses the road and enters Carpenter 
Nature Center. Grades are not an issue with this trail segment. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

On St. Croix Trail, there is ample right of way width throughout this section. However, in a number of areas 
there is considerable elevation change between the edge of the road and the bottom of the ditch, which 
will pose some constraints on the final location and grading-in of the trail. Otherwise, the grades along this 
trail segment are generally 5% or less. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

As with other segments, making sure that driveway crossings are safe for both trail users and residents is an 
important design factor. For continuity, residents directly impacted by the trail through this section should 
have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual concerns are 
reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

Q TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG ST. CROIX TRAIL 

This cross-section and photos 
illustrate various views of the rural 
road section present throughout 
this segment of St. Croix Trail. As 
with other similar areas, the trail 
will be set back from the road 
edge as much as possible. The 
exact location of the trail will 
depend on the extent of existing 
natural vegetation, ditch grades, 
and location of driveways that 
need to be crossed.

(viewed looking south)
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31 32

TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #12 
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

After crossing 117th Street, the regional trail enters Carpenter Nature Center, a private natural area and 
preserve. As the map illustrates, the trail skirts around a separate adjacent private property (leaving 
adequate buffer) before it traverses through a ravine and ties into the old rail grade along the river. In 
the ravine area, the final location of the trail will be dictated by grades and providing an adequate buffer 
between the trail and sensitive ecological systems. Once to the river, the trail simply follows the existing 
rail grade. Note also that other trails within the nature center will likely connect to the regional trail, at the 
discretion of the Carpenter Nature Center. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

As a private entity, running the trail through this property will require a formal agreement between the 
Carpenter Nature Center and Washington County as previously considered in this section. Otherwise, the 
most challenging design issue is traversing through the ravine area and making the transition from the ravine 
to the top of the rail grade. The latter will likely include some grading or bridging, or a combination of both. 
The grades associated with the ravine area (7% to 9%) will also pose some limitations to use, but there are 
no other reasonable options. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

Other than the stated need for a formal agreement to secure an easement for the trail through this property, 
there are no other major issues. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

Since the right-of-way along St. Croix Trail narrows down to 60’-0 south of 117th Street, there are no 
alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

R TRAIL CROSS-SECTION IN THE RAVINE AREA  

This cross-section and photo illustrate the character 
of the ravine area, which is common to many of 
the ravines traversed by the trail in the study area. 
Providing an adequate buffer between the trail and 
sensitive ecological systems, preventing erosion, 
and managing trail grades are the major issues 
associated with this area.  

S TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ALONG THE OLD RAIL GRADE 

This cross-section and photo illustrate the 
character of the old rail grade along this 
stretch of the St. Croix River. It makes for 
a compelling setting for a trail without 
major development challenges, other 
than replacing some bridges further to the 
south. 

(viewed looking south)

(viewed looking south)
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SEGMENT DESCRIPTION / OVERALL CHARACTER 

From Carpenter Nature Center, the regional trail continues along the old rail grade until it intersects with 
the right-of-way for State Highway 10, whereupon it heads east into Point Douglas Park. Once into the 
park, it continues east until the river bridge. Ideally, the trail will go under the highway bridge and connect 
to the Point Douglas Trail near the historic bridge crossing into Prescott, Wisconsin. Note that another 
alternate is to provide an over or underpass across the highway, but these are likely to be more costly and 
less visually appealing solutions. Situated on the old rail grade, this is also a very scenic and easy segment of 
the trail that will appeal to many trail users. 

DEVELOPMENT ISSUES AND CONSTRAINTS

Other than determining the best approach to crossing the highway, the actual development of the trail 
along this segment is fairly straightforward. The only exception to this is the need to replace two bridges that 
had been removed some time ago. Although not technically challenging, these are significant cost factors. 
Also, the exact alignment of the trail through Point Douglas Park has to be considered in the context of its 
master plan and any other development initiatives that may be played.  

RIGHT-OF-WAY AND PRIVATE PROPERTY ENCROACHMENT FACTORS 

The most challenging and perhaps controversial development issue is gaining easement rights along this 
corridor from several private property owners. The most complex of these relates to the private marina 
property that shares half of the rail grade with the Carpenter Nature Center. To accomplish this, the marina 
operators will have to be assured that the trail activities will be adequately buffered and controlled to 
prevent any encroachment of marina activities. This will require maintaining the considerable vertical 
separation that already exists, enhancing the vegetative buffering along that side of the trail, and providing 
a security fence along the length of the marina property. For continuity, private property owners along this 
segment should have the opportunity to participate in the detail design phase to ensure their individual 
concerns are understood and reasonably addressed. 

ALTERNATIVE TRAIL ALIGNMENTS THIS TRAIL SEGMENT

There are no alternative trail alignments being proposed for this segment. 

A TRAIL CROSS-SECTION ADJACENT TO PRIVATE MARINA 
(viewed looking south)
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TRAIL SEGMENT DETAIL MAP #14

This cross-section illustrates the 
optimal relationship between the 
trail and the existing marina site. 
The accompanying photo shows a 
portion of the marina adjacent to 
the embankment. 

As these two photos illustrate, a 
least two bridges will have to be 
replaced along this segment of 
trail. 
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Private property 

Trail continues along old 
rail grade from here south 
to Point Douglas Park

T

38

Two bridges 
are missing 
along this 
section of trail 
(these will 
need to be 
replaced)

Carpenter Nature Center 

Carpenter 
Nature 
Center 
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This photo (looking south under Hwy. 10 
bridge) shows a potential location for the 
connection to the Point Douglas Trail, which 
crosses the bridge in the background and 
connects to Prescott, Wisconsin. 
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This photo (looking south) shows the general 
character of the old rail grade. 
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This photo (looking west) shows Point Douglas 
Park along State Highway 10 (left edge). The 
trail would traverse through the park, but the 
location is not yet defined. 
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Point Douglas 
Park 

Private marina   
on rivers edge 
(marina land 
owners own river 
half of old rail 
grade easement 
through this area)  

Trail stays within 
Hwy. 10 R.O.W. 
this area to avoid 
private property 
and grade issues

Point Douglas Trail 
(Proposed) 

Trail connects to Point Douglas 
Trail (location conceptual)  

Historic trail bridge to 
Prescott, Wisconsin  

Trail goes 
under bridge

Trail location through 
park is conceptual

Private property 

R.O.W is 
reduced 
to only 60’ 
through this 
entire section
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PARKING AND OTHER TRAIL 
SUPPORT INFRASTRUCTURE 

Since the regional trail traverses through several larger established public 
parks, the need to develop standalone parking lots and other trail support 
infrastructure is very limited. With respect to parking, St. Croix Bluffs 
Regional Park, Afton State Park, and Point Douglas Park collectively have 
adequate parking to accommodate anticipated trail use. 

The only potential additional parking recommended as part of the master 
plan is adding six to ten parking spaces in the small park located in Afton (as 
defined in Trail Segment Detail Map #1). As a local park, the City of Afton 
would have to approve the development of these parking spaces for the 
benefit of their residents and downtown businesses. 

Point Douglas Park is likely to see increased use of the parking lot by visitors 
to the trail. Located adjacent to State Highway 10 and near Prescott, 
Wisconsin, it is a well-situated park to serve as a trailhead. 

The aforementioned parks also provide much of the other forms of support 
infrastructure for the trail, including restrooms, concessions, information, 
and a host of other amenities common to regional and state parks. 

Signage along the trail will also be provided consistent with Washington 
County Parks signage program for parks and trails. This includes kiosks at 
trailheads with mapping, directions, and related trail information. Typical 
signage along the trail includes warning, directional, mileage, and points-of- 
interest signs. 

DESIGN ELEMENTS TO MEET 
SPECIAL NEEDS 

As highlighted in this section, the regional trail is aligned to accommodate a 
wide-range of user groups with varying abilities. With the support of facilities 
and staffing in the state, regional, county, and private parks and natural 
areas, the trail offers access to many populations well beyond that which is 
available with standalone trails. 

Although trail grades vary considerably throughout the corridor, there is 
ample opportunity for trail visitors of all abilities to find a place to recreate 
and have a comparable experience to that of the more ambulatory visitor. 

Under current policy, Washington County Parks will not charge a fee for use 
of the trail, making it affordable to all populations.    

PUBLIC SERVICES Consistent with other comments, there are no major new public services 
required to support the trail other than those previously identified in this 
section. 
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ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 4.1

LOCAL TRAIL 
OPPORTUNITIES 

SECTION IV 

Section IV –Regional Trail Master Plan defines the proposed alignment for 
the regional trail through the study area. As also defined in that section, 
numerous other potential trail routes were considered during the planning 
process. In many cases, these routes traversed across the countryside 
following natural features or logical routes seemingly well suited for a 
trail corridor. Although most are no longer being considered as part of 
the regional trail, these and perhaps other potential trail routes may have 
merit for consideration at the local level. This section considers these 
opportunities in greater detail. 

OVERVIEW 

SENSITIVITY TO LOCAL 
PLANNING ISSUES

As defined in other sections, the master plan represents a balance between 
the larger values of the community and the personal values of the many 
stakeholders. In this context, community refers to the regional population 
that the trail is intended to serve. 

In finding this balance, every attempt was made to be sensitive to local 
perspectives. Most important of these was respecting the notion that 
planning trails that extensively involved private property was best considered 
a local planning issue in both the City of Afton and Denmark Township. To 
the greatest extent possible, the regional trail master plan has made a good-
faith effort to accommodate these concerns, with the vast majority of the 
regional trail staying within public rights-of-way, parks, and natural areas. 

At the same time, the planning process uncovered some viable local trail 
planning opportunities worth highlighting. Presumably, by considering these 
at the local level and integrating those that have merit into local land use  
decisions, the value of the regional trail to the local communities can be  
enhanced. 

 THE POTENTIAL OF BECOMING A TRULY REMARKABLE SYSTEM

On its own, the regional trail holds the promise of being a compelling 
regional recreational asset. Every expectation would be that it will be very 
successful in tying together the many public and private parks and open 
spaces in the study area, as well as being a destination unto itself. 

Integrated with local land use plans, the regional trail has the potential 
of becoming part of a truly remarkable system of neighborhoods, rural 
preserves, parks, open spaces, and trail corridors. Although the regional trail 
is a key component of this broader context, the degree to which this vision 
is ultimately realized rests with the land use decisions made by the City of 
Afton and Denmark Township. 

It is not the intent of this master plan to prescribe how Afton and Denmark 
Township should plan for the future. Instead, it is to simply define the 
opportunities that exist today as discovered during the planning process for 
the regional trail. By presenting these findings, Washington County Parks 
hopes to add some insights and value to future local land use planning 
decisions that more fully integrate the regional trail (and other parks and 
open spaces) into the fabric of the local community infrastructure. 

There are many opportunities for setting aside land 
for greenways and local trail corridors in Afton and 
Denmark Township. 
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LOCAL TRAIL 
OPPORTUNITIES

As of the date of this master plan, the merit and value of any particular local 
trail corridor identified as part of the regional trail planning process has not 
been formally considered by Afton or Denmark Township. Currently, both 
have policies that preclude condemning private land for trail development. 
Given this, the forthcoming recommendations are limited to defining local 
trail opportunities that would be consistent with the regional trail master 
plan. Any and all judgements on the merit of these opportunities rests with 
the local units of government. 

INCREASING PACE OF RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT 
As the forthcoming aerial mapping illustrates, the pace of development 
within the study area is beginning to accelerate, with new residential 
developments occurring or being planned in recent years throughout the 
study area. Realistically, this will continue along with regional population 
growth as projected by the Metropolitan Council. 

Although land uses and the level of development are changing, the 
opportunity still exists to comprehensively integrate trails into land use 
plans for Afton and Denmark Township. But this prospect is, in many ways, 
fleeting. With each new development, the chance to integrate trails and 
open spaces with new forms of development is reduced, with fewer and 
fewer options being available each year for local governments to consider.    

CITY OF AFTON LOCAL TRAIL OPPORTUNITIES  
Within the context of the regional trail master plan, local trail opportunities 
in the Afton area relate primarily to the area between 45th and 50th Streets, 
as the following aerial map illustrates. 

Agricultural fields 

Natural open space lands with limited 
development, especially further away 
from the river and bluff. 

New subdivision 
with larger lots 

Proposed regional trail corridor 

Proposed alternate “A” regional trail corridor 

AFTON STATE PARK

As the aerial mapping illustrates, some land in this area has already been 
subdivided into larger lot properties. Although this is occurring, a substantial 
amount of privately-owned agricultural land and natural open space still 
remains. Based on field evaluation, the greatest prospect for integrating 
local trail corridors is in the middle section of this land area. (On the west 
side, the new subdivision precludes the future integration of local trails. 
On the east side, the properties along the river bluff and old rail grade are 
well established, with little prospect or desire for retrofitting trails in this 
area.) Notably, the land owners in this area are uniformly opposed to trails 
across their properties. Whether this perspective will change in the future 
is uncertain. Nonetheless, the City of Afton is encouraged to consider local 
trails through this area as land use changes occur.  

Established 
neighborhood 
(along road) 
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DENMARK TOWNSHIP LOCAL TRAIL OPPORTUNITIES  
Within the context of the regional trail master plan, local trail opportunities 
in Denmark Township relate primarily to the area between Afton State Park 
and St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park to the south, as the following aerial map 
illustrates.  

Natural open space lands with limited 
development, especially further away 
from the river and bluff. 

New subdivision 
with larger lots 

Proposed regional trail corridor 

AFTON STATE PARK

Open quarry 
area

Natural open space 
lands with limited 
development and 
extensive open space 

New subdivision 
with larger lots 

ST. CROIX BLUFFS  REGIONAL PARK

Proposed park boundary line

Proposed 
regional trail 
corridor 

Agricultural fields 
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As the aerial mapping illustrates, new subdivisions are becoming more 
predominant in the last few years. Nonetheless, a substantial amount of 
privately-owned agricultural land and natural open space still remains, 
which makes the prospects for developing a local trail system to augment 
and interconnect with the regional trail encouraging. As the aerial photo 
also illustrates, the prospects for integrating these trails with preserved 
natural open space corridors is also encouraging.  

Although the land owners in Denmark Township have their own 
uncertainties about trails, and some are indeed against them, there seems to 
be an openness to continuing the debate at the local level. In this context, 
Denmark Township is encouraged to diligently consider how and to what 
extent local trails and open spaces should factor into future land use 
decisions. 

LOCAL TRAIL PLANNING 
IN THE CONTEXT OF 
COMPREHENSIVE LAND USE 
PLANNING 

At the local level, trails are only one part of a larger comprehensive planning 
context that includes private land development, rural preserves, parks, 
greenways, and other elements of the public infrastructure. As defined 
in the publication Maintaining and Enhancing Environmental Quality in 
Denmark Township, there are a number of innovative strategies and policy 
approaches that can be used to foster preservation and protection of natural 
areas, which are commonly referred to as greenway or green infrastructure. 

At the local level, the same strategies used to preserve open space also have 
application for setting aside land for trail corridors. The following provides 
an overview of these and other strategies that may prove useful for local 
trail planning. The degree to which any of these have merit would be at the 
discretion of the City of Afton and Denmark Township. 

STRATEGIES FOR PRESERVING OPEN SPACE 
The standard land use controls adopted by Afton and Denmark Township 
provide much of the regulatory strength behind their management 
of development. Although these controls have their value, they also 
have inherent limitations, one of which is the limited flexibility to 
comprehensively integrate greenways and trails into development plans. 

Consistent with the aforementioned publication, a number of alternative 
strategies and tools to preserve open space and set aside land for greenways 
and trail corridors are available to local units of governments. These include, 
but are not necessarily limited to, the following: 
• Park Dedications: Relates to the common practice of developers setting 

aside land for parks and trails in conformance with park dedication 
policies set forth by a local city or township.  

• Direct Purchase/Fee Simple Acquisition: Relates to purchasing the 
property when the parcel meets the long-term preservation objectives 
of the community and the parcel can be integrated into the larger parks, 
open space, and trail system. Priority is typically given to larger parcels. 
With limited fiscal resources, direct purchase is typically considered only 
after other protection methods have proven to be unsuccessful. 

• Conservation Easement: Restricts development of land while permitting 
the landowner to retain ownership of the property. It is filed in the public 
records of the property and binds current and future property owners. 
The landowner may sell or donate the easement to a conservation 
organization, but it is not required. Where the easement is donated to a  
charitable organization, a tax benefit may occur to the property owner.

• Overlay Zoning: Refers to a type of resource protection zoning that is 
superimposed over traditional zoning to protect defined natural resource 
areas while still allowing the underlying use in an appropriate form. A 
flood plain zoning district is an example of this.
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• Purchase or Transfer of Development Rights: A city, land trust, or 
other developer purchase the development rights to a property, while 
the landowner continues to maintain ownership. Once the rights are 
purchased, the land could only be used for a specified purpose other 
than development. The land would typically be protected under a 
subsequent conservation easement or other protection program. Transfer 
of development rights refers to protecting the natural values of one 
property by transferring or selling the right to develop that property to 
other properties within the city under strict guidelines. Both of these 
approaches ensure that there is no economic harm to the landowner or 
developer and that the city retains its desired development density. 

• Bonus/Incentive Zoning: Is similar to transferring development rights 
except that the landowner or developer rights are used by the developer 
on the same property rather than purchased by another developer 
for some other property. This could allow a developer to develop at a 
higher density than normally allowed if the developer sets aside land in a 
conservation easement or greenway. 

• Clustering: Allows developers to cluster development of smaller lots to 
allow for the provision of conservation easements and greenways. 

• Natural Resource Protection Zones: Allows the city to impose a buffer 
along sensitive environmental areas. The buffer width varies depending 
on the situation, and these can be fixed or flexible. 

• Land Trusts: Property owners can donate their property or a 
conservation easement to a conservation program. A number of these 
programs exist at the local, state, and national level. However, because 
of participation requirements (particularly with regards to parcel size), 
land trusts are sometimes of limited use.  

• Deed Restrictions/Mutual Covenants: Establish legally defined limits 
on the use of a property. They are put in place by the property owner 
or land developer and are carried forward by the owner or a legally 
established association. Typically, they do not endure for more than 30 
years unless renewed.

• Stewardship Program: Land management practices may be voluntarily 
undertaken by a landowner to preserve open space. In some instances, 
a landowner may ”register” their property with a conservation 
organization, thereby entering into a non-binding agreement to follow 
good land management practices. A landowner may also enter into a 
management agreement with a conservation organization, specifying 
how land will be managed.

The publication Maintaining and Enhancing Environmental Quality in 
Denmark Township also highlights other incentive and education programs 
that are worthy of consideration. 

CONSERVATION DEVELOPMENT APPROACH TO LAND 
DEVELOPMENT 
The aforementioned publication also encourages the use of conservation 
development as a means to set aside land for greenways, trails, and other 
public values. This alternative approach to traditional development also 
makes it easier to successfully use the alternative strategies listed above to 
accomplish these goals. 

Importantly, the conservation development approach to land development 
requires a much more proactive level of collaboration between local units 
of government and land owners/developers. In spite of these challenges, 
this approach holds the promise of being able to preserve natural open 
spaces and provide other public values (including trails) while remaining 
economically viable to land owners and developers. 
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BALANCING ECOLOGICAL PROTECTION OF GREENWAYS WITH PUBLIC 
ACCESS VIA TRAILS

The use of conservation development-like approaches to setting aside 
land for greenways also provides the corridors for local trail systems, as the 
following graphic highlights. 

However, trails within greenways must be compatible with the ecological 
protection strategies developed to protect it. Typically, this takes the form 
of an ecological buffer between trails and sensitive ecological systems, as 
the previous graphic illustrates. This is considered in greater detail in the  
publication Maintaining and Enhancing Environmental Quality in Denmark 
Township.    

CONCLUSIONS As previously stated, it is not the intent of this master plan to prescribe how 
Afton and Denmark Township should plan for future trails at the local level.  
It is clear that much local discussion remains on this issue. It is equally as 
clear that the opportunity is great to integrate trails and greenways with 
future development to, presumably, add to the already high quality of life in 
the region. Whether or not those values are appreciated and will be realized 
through thoughtful planning is yet to be seen. Nonetheless, Washington 
County Parks stands ready to partner with Afton and Denmark Township for 
the mutual benefit of a common constituency.  

TRAILS IN GREENWAYS

Protected ecological 
feature

Buffer zone between 
trail and sensitive area

Trail 

Greenway corridor

Buffer zone
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ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 5.1

NATURAL RESOURCES 
STEWARDSHIP PLAN 

SECTION V 

Natural resources stewardship refers to the thoughtful care of ecological 
systems to preserve or enhance their natural qualities, which are intrinsic 
to the trail’s value as a place of natural scenery and respite from the built 
form.  Although much of the trail follows existing rights-of-way, there are still 
numerous natural resources and ecological issues that need to be addressed. 
This section provides a framework for stewardship consistent with those of 
other parks and open spaces in the study area. 

OVERVIEW 

CONSISTENCY WITH 
OTHER NATURAL RESOURCE  
STEWARDSHIP PLANS

In 2002, Washington County completed an inventory and environmental 
plan for Denmark Township. Entitled Maintaining and Enhancing 
Environmental Quality in Denmark Township, the plan included an inventory 
of and general strategies for protecting natural resources. That plan is 
included by reference as part of this master plan, with select excerpts being 
used in this section to highlight pertinent natural resource findings and 
stewardship approaches that relate to trails. 

Although set for updating in 2005, the Afton Natural Resources Inventory is 
also included by reference as part of this master plan. Any updates to the 
MLCCS inventory will be utilized as part of any resource planning associated 
with the regional trail. 

The regional trail master plan is also consistent with the natural resources 
stewardship and water management plan for St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park, 
which is part of its 2002 master plan. Pertinent aspects of that plan are also 
highlighted in this section and included in Appendix B. 

Within Afton State Park, natural resource stewardship associated with 
the regional trail will be consistent with the park’s stewardship program 
to ensure continuity of resource management. The same holds true of 
Carpenter Nature Center, a non-profit entity that has its own stewardship 
program. 

NATURAL RESOURCES 
STEWARDSHIP PHILOSOPHY 

All of the cited natural resource plans promote an ecosystem-based 
approach to natural resource stewardship. An ecosystem is essentially 
where things live and represents an interacting group of physical elements 
(soils, water, plants, animals, etc.) that inhabit a particular place. All of these 
elements and their interactions need to be considered in developing goals 
and plans for management. Ecosystem-based management views people 
as part of the community, and that maintaining a healthy ecosystem is the 
best way to meet human needs as well as those of other organisms in the 
community. 

As it relates to the regional trail, general goals of this philosophy are to: 
• Protect or enhance the health of the ecosystems along the trail corridor 

and throughout the study area 
• Enhance the biological diversity of native habitats
• Provide an appropriate balance between resource preservation and 

recreational use
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An extensive inventory for Denmark Township has been completed 
using the MLCCS process and included in the Maintaining and Enhancing 
Environmental Quality in Denmark Township report, which is an attached 
reference to this master plan. The following graphic highlights core findings.  

NATURAL RESOURCES 
INVENTORY  

The MLCCS mapping (right) 
illustrates the land cover relative 
to the trail alignment. With the 
trail either following existing 
rights-of-way, trail alignments 
(within parks) and the old rail 
grade, ecological impacts are 
manageable. That said, care will 
still be taken to buffer sensitive 
areas. 

NATURAL RESOURCE INVENTORY – DENMARK TOWNSHIP

MLCCS COVER MAPPING –GENERAL OVERVIEW PRE-SETTLEMENT HABITS – CIRCA 1845 

REMAINING HABITATS – CIRCA 1990 

As the comparison between 
habits circa 1845 and 1990 
(left) illustrate, only small 
remnant native vegetation 
remains within the study area 
– some of which is near the trail 
corridor. Portions of the trail 
will allow visitors to observe 
these areas while at the same 
time not taking away from those 
values in the process. 

Proposed trail alignments

MLCCS inventory note: The land cover for the portion of the trail in Afton 
is not available in electronic format. However, in Afton, the trail follows the 
St,. Croix Trail right-of-way with limited impact to existing ecological systems. 
Nonetheless, the same stewardship practices will be adhered to for all trail 
sections.
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Within the Afton State Park, 
St. Croix Bluffs Regional 
Park, and Carpenter Nature 
Center, the trails will be 
available for accessing future 
restoration areas. The trails 
will also serve as breaklines 
between ecological units as 
part of an overall restoration 
strategy.  

RELATION BETWEEN THE TRAIL CORRIDOR AND NATURAL RESOURCES

SUITABILITY FOR TRAIL 
DEVELOPMENT (RIGHT)

ECOLOGICAL RESTORATION 
SITES (LEFT) 

As the mapping illustrates, 
the trail stays on the 
periphery of the most 
sensitive ecological areas. 
When it does traverse 
through these areas, the trail 
generally follows existing 
trail, roadway, or old rail 
alignments to minimize 
disruption.  

In areas where the trail does 
encroach into ecologically-
sensitive areas, care will be 
taken to provide adequate 
buffers and preventing 
erosion. 

Proposed trail alignments
Proposed trail alignments

TRAIL IMPACTS TO 
NATURAL RESOURCES 

Finding a reasonable balance between natural resource protection and trail 
access to scenic areas was a key objective of the master plan. By staying 
within established rights-of-way and following existing trail, road, and rail 
alignments, the vast majority of the trail stays within existing impact areas. 
This approach greatly reduces any new impacts caused by the trail. The 
following graphic highlights these issues.  
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ECOLOGICAL PROTECTION 
STRATEGY  

There are two main aspects to the ecological protection strategy as it relates 
to the actual development of the trail. The first is managing stormwater from 
the trail in an ecologically sustainable manner. The second is aligning the 
trail to minimize disruption to natural systems. The following considers these 
in greater detail. 

USING NATURAL INFILTRATION FOR STORMWATER 
MANAGEMENT 
Stormwater runoff in one of the major natural forces to contend with in 
trail planning, design, and development. Managing runoff in an ecologically 
sensitive way is fundamental to creating sustainable trails where impacts to 
adjacent ecological systems are minimal.  

Using a natural infiltration approach to stormwater management that relies 
on passive, overland routing of runoff offers a couple of distinct advantages 
over conventional systems (i.e., storm sewers, engineered ponds, and other 
built structures), including: 
• Introduced contaminants picked up by runoff are removed at the initial 

stages of water flowage rather than being transported to downstream 
locations and accumulating in wetland, lake, and river systems. This 
greatly reduces degradation to water quality and vegetative health in 
downstream systems. 

• Stormwater flow rates and volumes more closely emulate natural 
conditions. This greatly reduces unnatural fluctuations in water levels in 
downstream systems (wetlands and lakes) and therefore reduces impacts 
to the natural condition of water systems and vegetation. 

For these reasons, the natural infiltration will be the primary approach used 
to manage stormwater associated with the development of the regional trail 
and related support structures. 

COMPONENTS OF NATURAL INFILTRATION SYSTEMS

Natural infiltration systems typically consist of four primary components, as 
illustrated in the following graphic box. 

Flow rates diminished through overland disbursement and infiltration of stormwater 
(results in a more naturalized fluctuation of water levels in downstream systems)

Contaminant load captured early in stormwater disbursement cycle, which 
minimizes nutrient and pollutant loading in downstream systems

Stormwater 
Infiltration

Pollutant 
Capture

Stormwater infiltration expedited through natural processes

Developed 
Edge

Natural Swale/ 
Infiltration Basin

Upland System Wetland System Lake/River System

NATURAL INFILTRATION SYSTEM
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Each of the components illustrated in the previous graphic box function in 
sequence to treat the water before it enters wetlands, lakes, and rivers. The 
following considers each of these components.

SHALLOW NATURAL INFILTRATION SWALES AND BASINS SYSTEMS

Initially, stormwater runoff from the built environment is routed into natural 
or man-made shallow swales or, more recently, “raingardens” or “natural 
infiltration basins” that are planted with native plants with deep root 
systems. These swales, basins, and raingardens provide initial infiltration and 
removal of pollutants, as well as convey runoff from developed areas and 
disperse it across upland and prairie systems. 

UPLAND SYSTEMS

The upland systems (i.e., prairies and oak savannas) are the second 
component of this method, functioning to convey stormwater as diffused 
overland flow to the wetland systems that often link directly or indirectly to 
bordering lakes and rivers. These systems infiltrate a substantial portion of 
the annual surface runoff volume due to their very deep root system. They 
also provide additional solids settling and biological treatment. 

WETLAND, LAKE, AND RIVER SYSTEMS 

The wetlands are the third component of the natural infiltration method 
and provide both stormwater detention and biological treatment prior to 
runoff entering the lake and river systems. The final component is the lake 
or river, which provides stormwater detention, additional solids settling and 
biological treatment. 

HYDROGRAPH ASSOCIATED WITH NATURAL AND FLOW RATE 
CONTROL APPROACHES

The use of a natural infiltration system also produces a much more natural 
hydrograph, resulting in lower peak flows and higher base flows relative 
to the hydrograph of a typical engineered flow rate control approach, as 
illustrated in the following graphic box.

Flow-Control Approach to Hydrology:
• Unpredictable swings in water levels 
• Creates biological instability   
• Promotes habitats for weeds and invasives 
• Poor aesthetic qualities
• Promotes poor water quality

Ecological Approach to Hydrology:
• Annual seasonal high and low water levels
• Predictable hydraulics and seasonal trajectory
• Promotes habitat for stable yet dynamic plant
   communities 
• Diversity of plants and animals

AverageAverage

Spring Fall Spring Fall 

For trail planning, design, and development, natural infiltration methods 
will be used to as the primary approach to creating sustainable trails where 
impacts to adjoining natural systems is minimal. Engineered or mechanical 
systems for conveying stormwater will only be used when natural 
approaches are technically not feasible or reliable. 

ANNUAL HYDROLOGIC GRAPHS
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BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES FOR STORMWATER MANAGEMENT

Under the master plan, the natural infiltration approach philosophy to 
managing stormwater is supported by Best Management Practices that 
address common development circumstances likely to be encountered as 
the trail is developed. These practices define specific techniques that can be 
applied to different development scenarios to achieve stated environmental 
protection objectives. 

The Metropolitan Council’s Urban Small Sites Best Management Practice 
Manual provides the basic underpinning for many of the techniques that 
will be employed wherever applicable as the trail is developed. Note also 
that newly emerging ecologically-based techniques will also be applied to 
achieve desired ecological benefits. Specific techniques envisioned to have 
application for the trail include: 
• Use of infiltration systems (e.g., biofiltration systems, rain gardens, filter 

strips, swales, and slotted/flat curbs) as part of trail designs 
• Use of site grading techniques to achieve naturalized infiltration 

objectives
• Use of contemporary erosion control techniques to prevent migration of 

soils during the construction process 

In addition to the Best Management Practices, the master plan is also 
supported by the Metropolitan Council’s Model Storm Water Management 
Ordinance, which defines specific approaches to protecting a site’s 
ecological resources, especially wetland systems. The provisions of the 
model ordinance will be applied to the trail’s development as applicable. 

MINIMIZING DISRUPTION TO NATURAL ECOLOGICAL 
SYSTEMS 
Aligning the trail to minimize disruption to natural systems is also a 
major objective of the regional trail master plan. Along the trail corridor, 
two primary developmental situations are encountered: 1) right-of-way 
alignments; and 2) natural area alignments. Each of these requires slightly 
different approaches to trail development, as the following considers. 

RIGHT-OF-WAY ALIGNMENTS 
In these situations, the primary objective of trail alignment is to: 1) minimize 
disruption to the ecological and scenic qualities of natural vegetation 
within the corridor; and 2) managing stormwater using natural infiltration 
techniques. The most advantageous way to accomplish this is being flexible 
on the location of the trail within the right-of-way to respond to found 
conditions, as the graphic box on the next page illustrates. 

NATURAL AREA ALIGNMENTS 
In these situations, the primary objective of trail alignment is to provide an 
adequate buffer between the trail and sensitive ecological systems, as the 
graphic box on the next page illustrates. 

A secondary objective it is to locate the trail to serve as a management 
breakline between ecological management units. This is especially important  
with managing prescribed burns. 

Importantly, the trail corridor has very little impact on wetland areas, which 
are not very prevalent in the study area due to the land forms. Nonetheless, 
should any be encountered, an adequate buffer as determined by a trained 
ecologist will be provided. 
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MINIMIZING DISRUPTION TO NATURAL ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS

RIGHT-OF-WAY ALIGNMENTS (RIGHT IMAGES) 

From top to bottom, the graphics illustrate a progressively more constricted 
right-of-way. As illustrated, the trail will be located in response to found 
conditions to minimize disruption to the ecological and scenic qualities of the 
corridor. In each case, stormwater will be managed using natural infiltration 
techniques to the degree possible, with the third example illustrating the most 
challenging (and infrequent) situation. 

WIDE RIGHT-OF-WAY WITH LIMITED NATURAL VEGETATION

RIGHT-OF-WAY WITH MORE EXTENSIVE NATURAL VEGETATION

LIMITED RIGHT-OF-WAY WITH EXTENSIVE NATURAL VEGETATION

TRAIL ALONG SENSITIVE ECOLOGICAL AREA – SUCH AS 
TROUT BROOK

TRAIL WITHIN A RAVINE AREA

TRAIL ALONG OLD RAIL GRADE

NATURAL AREA ALIGNMENTS (LEFT IMAGES) 

From top to bottom, the graphics illustrate various natural areas encountered. In each 
case, the corridors would be individually evaluated and designed with the aid of a 
trained ecologist to minimize disruption to natural ecological systems. This most often 
will take the form of providing an adequate buffer between the trail and sensitive 
ecological systems. Notably, most of the alignments that the regional trail follows are 
already trail or old rail grade corridors, albeit in a natural surface form in many cases. 

The biggest concern with paving these existing trail corridors is managing increased 
stormwater runoff. To prevent erosion and unnatural fluctuations in water flows , 
ecological-based natural infiltration will be used along all of these corridors. 
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NATURAL RESOURCES 
STEWARDSHIP PLAN  

Natural resource stewardship relates to restoring, managing, and 
maintaining ecological systems to enhance their intrinsic values, protect 
remnant landscapes, and provide ecological benefits. Since the trail traverses 
through a number of established parks and natural open spaces, a number 
of independent, but interrelated, stewardship programs come into play. The 
following provides an overview of the common stewardship goals pertinent 
to the regional trail corridor. 

OVERALL STEWARDSHIP CONTEXT 
Historically, the study area was a very diverse, ranging from aquatic zones 
along the river and lowland areas to upland oak savanna and prairies 
systems, as the following graphic box illustrates.  

CROSS-SECTION OF ECOLOGICAL  SYSTEMS IN STUDY AREA

Within the master plans for Afton State Park, St. Croix Bluffs Regional 
Park, and Carpenter Nature Center, stewardship focuses on reversing 
current trends in ecological quality, which is toward continued decline 
as documented in the publication entitled Maintaining and Enhancing 
Environmental Quality in Denmark Township. Aspects of each of these plans 
and reports have value in establishing stewardship strategies for natural areas 
encountered along the trail corridor. 

In general, the stewardship programs for individual parks will take 
precedence, with natural areas adjacent to the trail being managed as part 
of those larger systems. For areas outside of established parks and natural 
areas, the stewardship plan for the regional trail will be consistent with St. 
Croix Bluffs Regional Park and the Maintaining and Enhancing Environmental 
Quality in Denmark Township publication since those are plans that 
Washington County Parks adopted and has jurisdiction over. 
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STEWARDSHIP STRATEGY 
Consistent with St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park’s master plan, a multi-phased 
stewardship program will be used to restore and manage natural resources 
along the trail corridor. The program would be spread out over a period of 
time coordinated with funding appropriations and scientific expertise. The 
program will also be coordinated with the stewardship activities associated 
with individual parks to gain program efficiencies and effectiveness. 

The baseline strategy for the stewardship program is to segment the trail 
into management units where natural areas can be sequentially restored to 
higher quality sustainable systems, as defined in the following graphic box.

NATURAL RESOURCES STEWARDSHIP UNITS AND PRIORITIES

Proposed trail 
alignments

UNIT 
This management unit relates to St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park. It is listed first to ensure 
consistency between stewardship programs associated with the regional park and trail 
amenities within the study area. All of these are managed, administered, and funded 
through Washington County Parks. Stewardship of natural resources would be in 
accordance with the programs established for the park as part of its 2002 master plan.  

OVEVIEW AND RATIONALE 

The following table establishes the management units in general (but not exclusive) order of 
priority, which is based on the master plan’s interrelationship with other stewardship programs, 
extent of natural resources found along each segment of the trail corridor, and other factors as 
described.  

1

2

3

4

5

7

6

6

1

2 This management unit relates to Afton State Park. Although listed second, it is expected 
that stewardship programs in St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park and Afton State Park will be 
concurrent in line with funding availability.   Stewardship of natural resources would be 
in accordance with the state park’s programs as part of their management plan.  

3 This management unit relates to Carpenter Nature Center. It is listed third due to it being 
a private entity that Washington County has no direct control over. Within trail easement, 
stewardship of natural resources will be closely coordinated between Washington County 
and Carpenter. Lacking an on-site program, stewardship of the trail easement will be 
consistent with the practices of St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park, as funding allows.  

4 This management unit relates to the old rail grade between Carpenter Nature Center 
and Point Douglas Park. Although listed fourth, ensuring that natural systems are stable to 
minimize any potential for erosion on side slopes adjacent to the river will be an ongoing 
priority. As funding allows, a more robust approach to stewardship will be used following 
practices consistent with those established for St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park.  

5 These management units relate to road rights-of-way that the regional trail follows. Unit 
5 is the top listed right-of-way due to the more extensive natural vegetation along the 
coulee area of St. Croix Trail heading south out of Afton. Unit 6 relates to the other 
segments of this road, which exhibit varying degrees of natural vegetation impacted by 
the trail corridor. Unit 7 relates to the corridor along Quadrant, which exhibits much 
more limited natural vegetation that the other segments. In each of these units, the 
primary objective will be to ensure that natural systems are stable to minimize any 
potential for erosion of side slopes associated with the trail. As resources allow, a more 
robust approach to stewardship will be used following practices that are consistent with 
those used for St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park.  

6
7

1 Proposed 
management 
unit



ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 5.10ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 5.10

 SECTION V - NATURAL RESOURCES STEWARDSHIP PLAN 

As the graphic box on the previous page illustrated, natural resource 
stewardship along the trail corridor will be consistent with other programs 
already established as part of master plans for the regional and state parks 
within the study area. At the technical trail design level, stewardship will 
focus on four priorities: 
• Minimizing potential for erosion during construction
• Buffering adjacent ecological systems, especially Trout Brook
• Enhancing the quality of natural resources within the corridor consistent 

with ecological prototypes for healthy systems (as established for St. 
Croix Bluffs Regional Park)

• Enhancing the natural scenic qualities of the corridor. 

The following graphic box illustrates these priorities relative to several trail 
cross-sections. 

TECHNICAL APPLICATION 
OF ECOLOGICAL AND 
NATURAL RESOURCE 
STEWARDSHIP STRATEGIES

RIGHT-OF-WAY ALIGNMENTS

Stewardship of natural resources 
within these areas will focus on 
good construction techniques 
that minimize erosion, infiltrate 
stormwater, and enhance the natural 
character of the corridor over time. 
Management of invasive plant species 
will be a significant challenge and 
priority. 

TECHNICAL OVERVIEW OF STEWARDSHIP FOCUS

Natural vegetation along right-of-way 
preserved and restored to degree possible 

Native vegetation in ditches used 
to encourage natural infiltration of 
stormwater runoff 

Trails constructed using best practices 
to prevent erosion along trail edge

SENSITIVE AREA ALIGNMENTS

Stewardship of natural resources 
within these areas will focus detailed 
technical evaluation of ecological  
systems and locating the trail to 
minimize disruption and provide 
adequate buffers. Wildlife needs will 
also be considered. 

Buffers will be provided between the trail 
and sensitive ecological systems, such as 
Trout Brook 

Trails constructed using best practices 
to prevent erosion 

OLD RAIL GRADE ALIGNMENTS

Stewardship of natural resources 
within these areas will focus on 
staying on already disturbed areas 
and stabilizing river embankments 
and bluff lines using native plant 
materials. Management of invasive 
plant species will be a significant 
challenge and priority along these 
segments. 

Slopes down to river stabilized using native 
plant materials 

Trails constructed 
using best practices to 
prevent erosion 

Bluff line slopes 
stabilized using 
native plant 
materials  

Note: “Best practices” relates to 
the Best Management Practices 
defined on page 5.6) 
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TECHNICAL RESOURCES IN 
SUPPORT OF THE NATURAL 
RESOURCES STEWARDSHIP 
PLAN

Maintaining and Enhancing Environmental Quality in Denmark Township and 
the natural resources stewardship and water management plan for St. Croix 
Bluffs Regional Park are directly referenced for a more detailed overview of 
specific techniques and approaches to natural resource stewardship.  The 
former is provided as an attachment under separate cover. Key excerpts 
from the latter are provided in Appendix B, with the entire document on file 
with Washington County Parks and the Metropolitan Council. 

In addition, the guidelines for natural resource stewardship defined in two 
publications from the MNDNR are also referenced as part of this master 
plan.  The first is Guidelines for Managing and Restoring Natural Plant 
Communities Along Trails and Waterways (2000) and the second is Trail 
Planning, Design, and Development Guidelines (scheduled for release in 
2005). Both of these provide valuable technical information that support the 
strategies defined in the other referenced master plans and publications. 
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End of section – this page is purposefully blank
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ST. CROIX VALLEY REGIONAL TRAIL 6.1

IMPLEMENTATION AND 
MANAGEMENT PLAN 

SECTION VI

OVERVIEW Implementing the master plan for the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail will 
require significant initial and long-term capital investments for physical 
development, ecological stewardship, operations, and maintenance. 
Undoubtedly, implementation will occur over a number of years as funding 
and other resources become available and plans become refined and ready 
for implementation. 

The following considers an overall strategy for implementing the master plan 
and managing the trail once it is completed.  This section also considers 
Washington County’s approach to operations and management as it pertains 
to the trail. Implementation components include: 
• Acquisition Plan
• Development and Natural Resources Stewardship Cost Projections
• Implementation Strategy and Priorities 
• Management and Operations 
• Public Involvement in Implementing the Master Plan

This following considers each of these in greater detail. 

ACQUISITION PLAN  As defined in Section III, three segments of the trail traverse across private 
property, exclusive of the Carpenter Nature Center. In each of these cases, 
a trail easement will be needed, either through direct acquisition or other 
arrangement. For planning purposes, a minimum easement width of 50 feet 
is recommended, as illustrated in the following graphic box.

TRAIL EASEMENT WIDTHS 
NATURAL AREA TRAIL EASEMENT WIDTHS

In natural areas traversing across private property, a 
minimum easement of 50 feet is recommended to 
accommodate the trail and provide a modest buffer. 
Locating the trail in a wider greenway is preferred, 
which would have to occur as part of local land 
planning efforts as defined in Section IV – Local Trail 
Opportunities. The wider the greenway, the more 
compelling the trail experience. 

OLD RAIL GRADE TRAIL EASEMENT WIDTHS 

Along the old rail grade, providing a 50’ minimum trail easement 
from the river edge is recommended to accommodate the trail and 
provide a modest buffer that protects some of the exposed rock faces 
along the corridor. A wider greenway is again preferred to protect the 
bluff lines and enhance the trail experience. 

Trail 

Sensitive 
ecological 
area 50’ min. easement for 

trail and buffer Trail 

50’ min. easement for 
trail and buffer
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DEVELOPMENT COST 
PROJECTIONS 

EASEMENT REQUIREMENTS ASSOCIATED WITH EACH 
PRIVATE PROPERTY

The three segments of trail that traverse across private property include: 
• Afton Alps trail segment (as defined on Trail Segment Detail Maps #5 

and #6 in Section III) – 2,900 lineal feet of trail (3.3 acres) 
• River loop trail segment (as defined on Trail Segment Detail Maps #10 in 

Section III) – 4,450 lineal feet of trail (5.1 acres) 
• Old rail grade segment (as defined on Trail Segment Detail Maps #14 in 

Section III) – 5,325 lineal feet of trail (6.1 acres) 

For each of these segments, a minimum of a 50 foot easement is 
recommended as the basis for negotiation and determining the cost for 
acquisition. Note that the master plan does allow Washington County Parks 
some flexibility on the final width of these easements to accommodate 
concerns of property owners and the realities of negotiating under a willing 
seller context. In some cases, such as near the existing private marina, 
acquiring property to the edge of the river may not be feasible. 

In addition, Washington County Parks will work in concert with the City 
of Afton and Denmark Township on broader greenway planning initiatives 
associated with these trail segments to expand their scenic value and protect 
natural open space adjacent to the trail easement. 

EASEMENT REQUIREMENTS ASSOCIATED WITH 
CARPENTER NATURE CENTER PROPERTY

Washington County will negotiate in good-faith with the Carpenter Nature 
Center Board for a trail easement through their property for mutual benefit.  
Whether that is best accomplished through formal acquisition of an 
easement or some other form of agreement has not been determined. 

Under the assumption that the nature preserve will continue its focus 
on open space preservation, the actual width of the easement can be 
limited to only what is required to construct and maintain the trail. In 
general, a minimum 30 foot permanent easement is recommended, with 
a 50 foot construction easement also recommended. This trail segment is 
approximately 7,350 lineal feet. 

TRAIL EASEMENT ACQUISITION COST PROJECTIONS

Given the rapidly changing land values and the sensitivity of the issue to 
local land owners, acquisition cost projections have not been established. 
Once the master plan has been adopted, Washington County Parks will 
maintain an open a dialogue with affected property owners to stay abreast 
of market rate acquisition costs and their level of interest in providing an 
easement. At the time of trail funding, Washington County will formally 
establish property values for review and approval by the Washington County 
Board and Metropolitan Council. To-date, no property owner has been 
individually contacted about acquisition or property valuations. 

Cost projections for developing the trail are on a unit basis based on typical 
average costs for developing similar trails in Washington County and other 
counties and local municipalities. Typically, development costs to build the 
trail range average $135,000/mile, with limited grading and site preparation 
costs included. For general trail development, this average cost is used, 
with additional line items associated with other development items. The 
following table defines the projected cost for developing the optimal trail 
route only. Alternate routes are not considered. 
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IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGY 
AND PRIORITIES 

Implementation of the master plan will occur over an extended period of 
time coordinated with funding appropriations. Ideally, full development of 
the trail under one phase would be the most efficient and serve the broadest 
public need. However, uncertainty as to funding availability, and timeframes 
associated with easement acquisition, roadway upgrades, and local 
approvals may require development phasing, as the following considers. 

PHASING PRIORITIES  
The general strategy for phasing development is to work from south to 
north. The primary reason for this is the critical nature of securing a trail 
easement along the old rail grade from Point Douglas to and through the 
Carpenter Nature Center before larger-tract properties are further divided 
up, making acquisition and development of a trail corridor that much more 
challenging. Washington County Parks also places high value on connecting 
Point Douglas County Park and St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park together via a 
trail to expand use opportunities of both of these parks. Once this segment 
is completed, the phasing plan continues north, as the following listing 
defines.  

PHASING SCHEDULE: 

TRAIL DEVELOPMENT COST PROJECTIONS 

ITEM DESCRIPTION 

The table provides cost projections for the optimal regional trail route. 
Alternative routes are not included in the estimate. Costs are based on 2005 
dollars. (* Trails in St. Croix Bluffs are included as part of that master plan.)

Trail

COST ESTIMATE

Development of 17.4 miles* of paved 
asphalt trail at 10 feet wide. Includes 2.5 
inches of asphalt and 7 inches of Class 5 
aggregate base. Also includes basic grade 
preparation. $135,000/mile was used. 

Trail 
Amenities

Basic support amenities, including 
information signage, trailhead kiosks, 
benches, picnic tables, and related. 

$2,349,000

Trail 
Bridges

Two 60 foot span replacement bridges for 
old rail grade south of Carpenter Nature 
Center.  

$150,000

$90,000

Misc. Extra construction related to trail 
development, including native vegetation 
reestablishment/enhancement, retaining 
walls, storm sewers, etc. 

$220,000

Total Master Plan Cost Estimate

Professional Fees (Survey, Design, Engineering) @ 15%

Total Overall Master Plan Cost Estimate

NATURAL RESOURCE 
STEWARDSHIP COST 
PROJECTIONS 

Cost projections for natural resource stewardship are not included under 
this master plan. Stewardship of natural areas adjacent to the trail will be 
part of larger programs associated with individual parks and natural areas. 
This includes St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park, Afton State Park, and Carpenter 
Nature Center. 

In rights-of-way, the development cost estimate includes a cost item for 
vegetation reestablishment and enhancement. Thereafter, stewardship 
of natural vegetation in rights-of-ways would be budgeted through the 
Washington County Transportation Department.   

$2,809,000

$420,000

$3,229,000
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MANAGEMENT AND 
OPERATIONS

• Phase 1 – Point Douglas Park to St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park 
• Phase 2 – St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park to Afton State Park – Quadrant 

Avenue and River Loop Branches 
• Phase 3 – Afton State Park to City of Afton 
• Phase 4 – St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park to Afton State Park – St. Croix 

Trail Branch 

Quadrant Avenue Branch is listed as a higher priority than the St. Croix 
Trail Branch due to the more accommodating grades, making that route 
more family-friendly. Notably, both routes are key aspects to the overall trail 
master plan due to the different experiences and level of difficulty they offer. 

Trail development within Afton State Park and St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park 
will be consistent with their master plans, which will take into consideration 
the timing of trail development associated with this master plan. 

The timing of developing a bike route (widened shoulder) on St. Croix 
Trail is directly associated with and part of future road upgrading, which 
as of 2005, could be after 2015. Nonetheless, the bike route remains an 
important aspect of the overall regional trail master plan and its expedient 
development would have considerable value to those user groups. 

The Washington County Parks Division is charged with the management and 
operation of the County’s park and trail system. This includes the St. Croix 
Valley Regional Trail as defined under this master plan. The Washington 
County Board of Commissioners establishes policies and goals for the park 
and trail system and through an annual budgeting process provides capital 
and operating funds for parks.  The Parks and Open Space Commission, 
appointed by the County Board of Commissioners, serves as an advisory 
committee advocate for an improved and enhanced park and trail system in 
the County. The specific responsibilities of the Parks Commission include:
• Review proposals and make recommendations concerning park and trail 

acquisition and development
• Review and make recommendations concerning recreation 

programming, fees for facility use and park use policies
• Recommend enhancing natural resources in County parks and regional 

trail corridors
• Provide input into the County Park Policy Plan and Park Master Plans for 

park development site planning
• Perform fact-finding tasks as directed by the County Board. 

A copy of the specific wording of the related ordinance is available through 
Washington County staff.

ORDINANCES 
Public use and enjoyment of the County park and trail system, including 
the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail, is controlled by Ordinance No. 93, 
Park Ordinance, (the Ordinance) which was last amended on December 
12, 2000. The Ordinance incorporates pertinent Minnesota statutes, and 
addresses the following issues: 
• Regulation of Public Use
• Regulation of General Conduct
• Regulations Pertaining to General Parkland Operation
• Protection of Property, Structures, and Natural Resources
• Regulation of Recreation Activity
• Regulation of Motorized Vehicles, Traffic and Parking

A copy of the ordinance is available through Washington County. 
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ENFORCEMENT 
Trail users will be informed of trail rules and regulations in a variety of ways.  
Kiosks and signs will be strategically located to address specific information 
about allowable trail uses, permitted and prohibited activities, fees, and 
directions. The Washington County Sheriff’s Department responds to 
emergencies and criminal complaints. 

GENERAL OPERATIONS 
The Parks Division has an annual operations and maintenance budget of 
approximately $1,750,000 to operate and maintain the County’s park and 
trail system with approximately 12.5 permanent employees.  In addition, 
approximately 62 seasonal employees are hired each year as life guards, 
maintenance workers and gate attendants. 

Washington County’s annual report of facts and figures for 2001 reported 
that 180,000 visits were made to St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park, which is 
in the study area. Development of the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail is 
expected to increase use of the park and also bring many more visitors to 
the area just to use the trail. 

MAINTENANCE 
Maintenance of facilities and lands is essential to protect public investment, 
enhance natural resource qualities and achieve the County’s goals of 
providing users clean, safe, enjoyable year round park experiences. 
Washington County Parks Division has a clearly defined maintenance 
program.  Reporting to the Park Director are the Parks Manager and 
Planner. Reporting to the Parks Manager are the Maintenance Supervisor, 
Parks Coordinator, and office staff. The Maintenance Supervisor oversees 
five maintenance workers, 12 seasonal maintenance workers, and six park 
attendants. In addition, the Washington County Transportation Department 
will provide assistance to maintaining the trail segment located in roadway 
rights-of-way. 

As defined under its master plan, St. Croix Bluffs Regional Park has a 
maintenance facility that functions as an equipment and supply storage area. 
The facility also provides an indoor work area to perform minor vehicle 
and equipment maintenance, as well as serving as a place to conduct park 
maintenance operations. It is expected that this facility will support trail 
maintenance activities. 

Accomplishing the maintenance needs of the St. Croix Valley Regional 
Trail will be challenging. As trails and other park land and facilities are 
further developed, new or expanded maintenance services will need to be 
provided. Washington County recognizes the need to remain committed 
to the maintenance needs of parks and trails.  It is unlikely that existing 
staff and budget resources will be sufficient.  Although increased funding 
is critical, perhaps even more important is increasing the number of staff.  
As an example, trail development and natural resource management have 
an initial cash intensive need, but ultimate success requires hands-on 
stewardship for many years to achieve desired results. This takes staff with 
the knowledge and time to commit to this stewardship. Traditional and non-
traditional funding and staffing sources will have to be pursued to meet the 
maintenance needs of the park and the master plan objectives.
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PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT IN 
IMPLEMENTING THE MASTER 
PLAN 

OUTREACH AND MARKETING 
Washington County continues to expand its outreach effort, in an effort 
to improve public awareness of its park and trail facilities, programs, and 
services.  This outreach effort has various components, including the 
following:
• Printed Materials: Washington County has developed and distributes 

on a regular basis brochures and maps, including trail and park maps 
and picnic, camping, and other brochures.  Park and trail fliers are also 
distributed to County departments, libraries, community agencies, and 
other contacts throughout the community.

• Electronic Communication: Washington County has a web page to 
inform citizens about the County’s functions and services (e.g., Park 
Commission meetings, the master planning process, trails, park facilities, 
and programs).  In addition, the public can contact the Parks office 
through the County’s e-mail system. 

• Other Outreach: Other forms of outreach and marketing include 
displays at the Washington County Fair, articles in the County 
Commissioners’ quarterly newspaper, the production of flyers and 
brochures and the display of information at County Service Centers 
and park kiosks.  The County also publishes news releases and 
advertisements in local community and metropolitan area newspapers 
that highlight upcoming programs and facility openings.  The County also 
promotes park and trail use through feature articles and presentations to 
other County departments and local agencies.

• Marketing Initiatives: Washington County will be developing 
a comprehensive marketing plan to increase public awareness, 
understanding, and use of park facilities, services and programs.  In 
addition, the marketing plan will identify the need to expand and 
diversify marketing and communication efforts to advance park use by 
minority populations and special needs groups. 

Public interest in the trail is expected to remain high in the years to 
come, especially as it relates to the impact the trail will have on individual 
properties. Public involvement and comment will continue to be sought 
during the design and construction phase to ensure that every precaution 
against avoidable impacts is taken in a good-faith manner. In addition, 
forums for broader public input (e.g., open houses and presentations) 
are also envisioned as needed to communicate and exchange ideas with 
interested citizens.

The objectives associated with involving citizens in the implementation 
process include:
• Determine who the stakeholders are and their interest in a particular 

segment of the trail
• Understand their needs and unique perspectives 
• Identify and understand concerns and problems 
• Develop alternatives and find appropriate solutions with input from 

stakeholders 

In addition, Washington County has an appointed Parks and Open Space 
Commission that advises the County Board on development initiatives 
within the county. The public is welcome to attend its regularly scheduled 
meetings. Also, Washington County is continuing to develop numerous tools 
to provide a consistent level of communication with interested citizens, as 
previously defined. 

End of master plan. 
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PUBLIC COMMENTS APPENDIX A 

As part of the public process, Washington County Parks asked participants at 
meetings to fill out comment cards for the public record. The following are  
word-for-word statements that individuals provided.  

OVERVIEW 
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ST. CROIX BLUFFS 
STEWARDSHIP PLAN 

APPENDIX B 

This appendix provides select excerpts from Section V – Ecological 
Stewardship/Water Resources Management from the St. Croix Bluffs Master 
Plan (2002). Only aspects pertinent to the regional trail are provided, 
with the entire master plan on file with and available for review through 
Washington County Parks and the Metropolitan Council. 

OVERVIEW 
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