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Business Item 
Metropolitan Parks and Open Space Commission 

 Community Development Committee Meeting: December 18, 2023  Metropolitan Council: January 10, 2024 

Business Item: 2023-296 

Washington County, Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan and St. Croix Valley 
Regional Trail Long-Range Plan Amendment

District(s), Member(s):  District F, Cecily Harris 

District 11, Gail Cederberg 

Policy/Legal Reference: Minn. Stat. § 473.313; 2040 Regional Parks Policy Plan: Chapter 5, 
Planning Policy Strategy 1, Master Plans 

Staff Prepared/Presented: Tracey Kinney, Senior Planner (651-602-1029) 

Division/Department:  Community Development / Regional Planning  

Proposed Action 
That the Metropolitan Council: 

1. Approve the Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan. 
2. Approve the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan Amendment. 
3. Require Washington County, prior to initiating any construction, to send preliminary plans 

to the Metropolitan Council Environmental Services Interceptor Engineering Assistant 
Manager. 

4. Request that the County send to the Council for the Council’s records the Joint Powers 
Agreement between the County and Department of Natural Resources for use of the 
Brown’s Creek State Trail once it has been executed . 

5. Advise the County to consider implementing the recommendations for solar resources and 
transportation in the Advisory Comments section of the business item. 

Background 
Washington County’s Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Search Corridor and the planned St. 
Croix Valley Regional Trail are located centrally on the eastern boundary of the Regional Parks 
System and Washington County (Figures 1 and 2). The Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail was 
designated as a search corridor in 2010, as part of the development of the Metropolitan Council’s 
2030 Regional Parks Policy Plan (Policy Plan) update. It was extended 6.8 miles during 2020 
Policy Plan Update and System’s Addition process (Business Item 2020-326). The St. Croix Valley 
Regional Trail has a long-range plan approved in 2005.  

The 14-mile, Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail will extend north from the planned 17.4-mile St. 
Croix Valley Regional Trail, for a combined total of over 31 miles. The Middle St. Croix Valley Regional 
Trail begins in downtown Afton and extends northward to the St. Croix Boom Site (Figure 3). The trails 
will provide access to and scenic views of the St. Croix River, a federally designated National Wild and 
Scenic Riverway, as well as the St. Croix Savannah Scientif ic and Natural Area, and Bayport Wildlife 
Management Area. 
 
The St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan Amendment updates a 0.8-mile segment of 

https://metrocouncil.org/Council-Meetings/Committees/Metropolitan-Council/2020/12-23-20/1223_2020_326.aspx
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trail in the City of Afton along County Road 21 to better connect to the Middle St. Croix Valley 
Regional Trail. The two trails are envisioned to be combined as one trail when a future additional 
northern alignment is planned (Figure 3). 

Rationale 
As described in the Analysis section of this report, the Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long 
Range Plan and St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan Amendment is consistent with 
the requirements of the 2040 Regional Parks Policy Plan (RPPP) including Chapter 5, Planning 
Policy Strategy 1, Master Plans. 

Thrive Lens Analysis 
The Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long Range Plan and St. Croix Valley Regional Trail 
Long Range Plan Amendment advances the Thrive outcome of Livability by increasing access to 
nature and outdoor recreation, which enhances quality of life in the region.  

Funding 
The total cost to develop the Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan and St. Croix 
Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan Amendment is approximately $13,136,350 including 
$11,700,000 for development and $1,429,250 for acquisitions.  
 
If the preferred alignment of the Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail is deemed not feasible, then the 
County will pursue the 5.8-mile interim alignment segment. The total cost to develop the interim 
alignment is approximately $2,018,600 including $1,623,300 for development and $395,300 for 
acquisitions. 
 
The total cost for operations and maintenance of both trails is $89,200 annually.  
 
The Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail includes a shared segment with the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources (MN DNR) Brown’s Creek State Trail; as well as a preferred alignment through 
the Belwin Conservatory. The portion of trail that will share the Brown's Creek State Trail will continue 
to be owned, operated, and maintained by the MN DNR. Washington County will develop a formal 
agreement (Joint Powers Agreement), to formalize details with both entities. 
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Figure 1. Middle Saint Croix Valley Regional Trail Search Corridor and St. Croix Valley Regional Trail location in the 

Regional Parks System 
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Figure 2. Middle Saint Croix Valley Regional Trail Search Corridor and St. Croix Valley Regional Trail location in relation 

to Washington County 
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Figure 3: Middle Saint Croix Valley Regional Trail and St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Amendment location 
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Figure 4: St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Realignment 
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Analysis 
Planning Strategy 1 of the 2040 Regional Parks Policy Plan requires that long range plans for 
regional linking trails address 13 items: boundaries, acquisition costs, demand forecast, 
development concept, conflicts, public services, operations, partner engagement, public 
engagement and participation, equity analysis, public awareness, accessibility, and Mississippi 
River Corridor Critical Area (where applicable). The following analyzes the long-range plan against 
those requirements. 

Boundaries 
The 14-mile Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail will expand the planned regional trail network 
extending north to the St. Croix Boom Site and south to downtown Afton (Figure 3). The County 
proposes a joint segment with the Brown’s Creek State Trail, as well as a preferred alignment through 
the Belwin Conservatory. The designated 5.8-mile interim route will be only eligible if the preferred 
route is deemed no longer feasible and options to develop the long-range route have been exhausted. 
 
The realignment of the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Trail, spanning a length of 0.8 miles, updates 
the segment 0.8-mile realignment of the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail updates the segment along 
the levee from County Road 21 and County Road 18, before connecting back with County Road 21, 
and using the existing Afton-Lakeland Local Trail (Figure 4). 

Acquisition Costs 
The total cost of acquisitions for both the Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Long-Range Plan and 
the St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Amendment is $1,430,000 for privately-owned acquisitions for the 
preferred trail and approximately $400,000 of publicly owned acquisitions for the interim trail (Table 3). 
Figure 5 identif ies parcels that may be impacted by future regional trail development, and graphically  
highlights the entire parcel; however, that new regional trail infrastructure is planned to be within the 
road right-of-way. 

The portion of trail that will share the Brown's Creek State Trail will continue to be owned, operated, 
and maintained by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR). Washington County will 
develop a formal agreement (Joint Powers Agreement), to formalize details with both the DNR and the 
Belwin Conservatory. 

Demand Forecast 
The Metropolitan Council's 2021 Annual Use Estimate shows that Lake Elmo Park Reserve, Hardwood 
Creek Regional Trail, and Square Lake Special Recreation Feature are the top three highest used 
regional parks and trails in the County. According to the Council's Regional Parks and Trails Equity 
Tool using the 2020 American Community Survey Data, the projected population growth of the Middle 
Saint Croix Valley Regional Trail will likely lead to increased trail use over time. If the Middle Saint Croix 
Regional Trail existed in 2021, it would have served approximately 62,413 residents within a 5-mile or 
less trail service area. In 2027, the trail is projected to serve approximately 65,208 or 5% more 
residents and visitation is projected to increase by 10% by 2030, according to the most recent Thrive 
MSP 2040 forecasts. The trail visitation growth mirrors Washington County’s population growth of 5% 
from approximately 274,675 people in 2021 to 285,700 residents in 2027.  

Development Concept   
The trail is planned to be developed as a two-way trail within one side of the road right-of-way with 
wayfinding at key places along the alignment (Figure 6). The trail is described as three segments in 
the plan (Figures 6 through9). The plan will be implemented over the next ten years and beyond. 
Portions of Segments 2 and 3 are prioritized to be implemented with in the next 10-15 years.  
 

Segment 1: Segment 1 includes a new trail from the St. Croix Boom Site to the Browns Creek State 
Trail, along Highway 95. The trail will link to the existing St. Croix Crossing Loop Trail in downtown 
Stillwater. A crossing is needed on the west side of Highway 95 to connect to the existing Beach 
Road Local Trail and bridge over Highway 36. An interim route uses the St. Croix Crossing Loop 
Trail crossing underneath Highway 36 until the Beach Road connection is constructed. 
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Segment 2: South of Highway 36 the trail uses an existing trail along County Rd. 23 (60th St. South 
Frontage Rd) then transitions to a new trail at County Rd 21 (Stagecoach Trail North). The new trail 
then continues south along County Rd 21 until it uses a bridge crossing at Interstate Highway 94. 
Local spur trails are planned for this segment to connect to local destinations.  
 
Segment 3: This proposed segment of the trail traverses through the Belwin Conservancy natural 
areas to provide a unique experience for trail users, as it creates a loop with the existing trail along 
County Rd 18. An interim trail uses the existing Afton-Lakeland Trail along County Rd 18, connecting 
several communities within the St Croix Valley (Lakeland, Lakeland Shore, Lake St Croix Beach, St 
Mary's Point). The trail uses an existing trail through downtown Afton to Steamboat Park.  

 
Conflicts 
No major land use conflicts are anticipated with the regional trail alignment. Trail crossing solutions will 
be developed as the plan is implemented including the crossings of the Browns Creek State Trail over 
Trunk Highway 95, Beach Road over Trunk Highway 36, and Stagecoach Trail North over Interstate 
Highway 94. Washington County will coordinate with state and local agencies for other at -grade 
crossings as part of the future regional trail or with trails providing local connections.  

Public Services 
There are buried utilities, including gas and sanitary sewer, in the right-of-way along portions of the 
proposed regional trail. Overhead powerlines are also located along County Road 21. Coordination 
with utilities will be required during design development to ensure that  the trail is constructed without 
impacting the utility easement or corridors. 

Operations 
The annual cost for Washington County to operate and maintain both trail improvements is 
approximately $89,200. For the portion of trail within the Belwin Conservatory, Washington County will 
determine the operation and maintenance details during future project phases. The portion of trail that 
will share the Brown's Creek State Trail will continue to be owned, operated, and maintained by the 
DNR. 

Partner Engagement 
A Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) was created for inter-agency collaboration throughout the 
planning process. The TAC was integral in establishing project priorities and providing feedback on 
project options and alternatives. Advice heard from the TAC shaped the plan and contributed to the 
public engagement themes. The agencies and organizations engaged in the plan included: Stillwater 
Township, City of Afton, City of Stillwater, Belwin Conservancy, City of Oak Park Heights, Washington 
Conservation District, City of Bayport, Middle St. Croix Watershed, Bayport Township Management 
Organization, West Lakeland Township, Metropolitan Council, City of Lakeland, National Park Service 
(NPS), City of Lakeland Shores, MN Department of Transportation, City of Lake St. Croix Beach, MN 
DNR, City of St. Marys Point, and St. Croix County, WI. 

Public Engagement and Participation 
Washington County involved the public throughout the development of the plan. The project team 
engaged the public through community surveys, open houses, pop-up events, and listening sessions. 
Key themes are described in the following list.   

• Highlight local parks and destinations. 
• Make connections between communities. 

• Explore trail "loop" opportunities/connections. 

• Provide views of the river where feasible. 

• Foster stewardship of area natural resources. 
• Widen the trail to accommodate range of users. 

• Provide clear wayfinding and high quality/more frequent amenities. 

Equity Analysis 
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Washington County conducted an equity analysis as part of the long-range plan. The advice heard 
during the planning process shaped the long-range plan.  

Project Data 

Washington County focused on engaging existing and potential trail users within roughly 3 miles of 
the regional trail search corridor. In general, future stakeholders will be comprised of individuals 
who are slightly older, more racially diverse, and from households with slightly higher median 
household income. (Tables 1 and 2; 2010 US Census; and 2021 and 2026 ESRI Forecasts).  

Historically and today, local, state, and federal governments in the United States regulated land-
use and environmental policies that increased park and trail access for some, while significantly 
limiting it for others, especially by income, education, race, and ethnicity. In addition to intentional 
policy decision and exclusionary practices, violence and discrimination throughout history have 
discouraged and made it diff icult for some to use parks/trails and engage in recreational activities.  
Washington County seeks to end these discriminatory practices and create systems where all 
residents feel a sense of belonging. 

Table 1. Demographic Forecasts 2021 and 2026 

Population Characteristics  2021 Census 
Forecast 

2026 Census 
Forecast 

Total population 62,413 65,208 

Total households/household size 24,259 / 2.46 25,431 / 2.6 

Race, non-white 8.4% 9.6% 

Median household income $96,994 $106,144 

Households below poverty level (below 
$25,000) 

10.2% 8.4% 

Renter households 18.7% 17.6% 

Age, under 18 20.5% 19.5% 

Age, over 65 18.5% 21.7% 

Median Age 42.8 43.2 

 

Table 2. Demographic Forecasts 2021 and 2026 – Race and Ethnicity 

Population by Race / Ethnicity  2021 Census 
Forecast 

2026 Census 
Forecast 

White Alone 91.6% 90.4% 

Black Alone 2.8% 3.1% 

American Indian Alone 0.7% 0.7% 

Asian Alone 1.9% 2.1% 

Pacific Islander Alone 0.1% 0.1% 

Some Other Race Alone 0.8% 0.9% 

Two or More Races 2.2% 2.6% 

Hispanic Origin 2.9% 3.4% 

Public Engagement 

Past planning processes have demonstrated a need to supplement engagement strategies for the 
public with additional outreach specifically tailored to underrepresented groups.  Washington 
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County staff conducted engagement events to reach the youth and women. 

Youth (from communities with a higher concentration of low-income families): Washington County 
hosted two Learn to Ride events, which provided an opportunity to engage with kids and parents who 
have barriers to owning bicycles and building skills. At these events, staff connected with parents (with 
help from a translator) regarding walking/biking in their neighborhood. The IAP2 Public Participation 
Spectrum engagement type was 'Consult'. 

Women - She Ascends Hiking Group: Washington County hosted an event and listening session for in-
depth, one-on-one conversations and specific recommendations related to how women experience and 
use trails. Feedback received included: key destinations to connect to, wayfinding, and improved 
safety/comfort (lighting, visibility, restroom/water access, accessibility). The IAP2 Public Participation 
Spectrum engagement type was 'Involve'.  
 
Engagement Themes: 

• Safety, Accessibility and Comfort Improvements:  
o She Ascends listening session - Provide high quality trail amenities, clear and 

consistent wayfinding, integrate ADA accessibility; and minimize conflict between 
trail users. 

o Learn to Ride event - Minimize conflict between trail users, connect to transit, and 
minimize exposure to vehicular traffic. 

• Connectivity (She Ascends listening session and Learn to Ride event) : Provide tie-ins to 
regional/local trails and paths; as well as parks/open spaces, historically, culturally and 
naturally significant sites, education centers and population centers  

• Natural Resources (She Ascends listening session): Provide river views and experiences 
through multiple habitats. 

• Equity (She Ascends listening session and Learn to Ride event) : Provide a welcoming trail 
experience for underserved populations and connections to underserved communities. 

• Implementation (She Ascends listening session and Learn to Ride event) : Develop a 
publicly supported plan. 

 
Evaluation Summary 

Transparency: The advice received at the various engagement efforts resulted in a list of key 
findings that guided development of the plan: 

• Connect local and regional visitors to the trail’s natural, recreational, and cultural 
resources. 

• Protect and enhance opportunities to experience the St. Croix River. 

• Improve/widen existing pedestrian trails in the corridor for a wider range of users and 
abilities. 

• Proposed acquisitions would add value to the trail corridor and the region through the  
conservation of natural resources and low-impact improvements. 

• Build more awareness regarding the regional trail system. 
• Additional regional trail programming would be welcomed. 

• Safety and comfort for trail users varies. Deference should be given to those most 
vulnerable. 

• Trail user separation from vehicle traffic is important. 
 

Accountability: The key engagement findings shaped the trail plan. This targeted engagement led 
to a better and more inclusive long-range plan, and through this process Washington County was 
able to create relationships and build trust with community stakeholders. For example, participation 
at the 'Learn to Ride Events' completed with the Landfall and Cimarron Mobile Home Communities 
helped establish relationships with underrepresented groups in the search corridor, improved 
understandings of trail use barriers, and revealed future trail amenity desires.  
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Washington County followed-up with the engagement groups as final long-range plan drafts were 
sent out for public comment to solicit their feedback on the plan and will continue to engage the 
community on the future development and implementation of the long-range plan. 

Public Awareness 
Washington County oversees communications and outreach of services and programs using a 
variety of platforms including email blasts, project webpage notif ications and several  forms of 
printed and social media. Washington County collaborates with a wide range of partners to assist 
in delivering updates on projects including local city and township leaders, local businesses, non -
profit groups and regulatory agencies. The County also collaborates with the Metropolitan 
Council's Metro Transit and Metropolitan Transportation Services to create awareness and visibility 
for projects and to assist in identifying opportunities where this system can provide access to the 
regional trail. 

Accessibility 
Washington County is committed to providing access and recreational opportunities to all  people, 
including those with disabilities, communities of color, and special population groups. The County 
will work with project partners to ensure this commitment is incorporated through later phases of 
the project and in programming considerations by addressing barriers to participation.  All regional 
trail facilities, including trail heads and amenities, will be designed to accommodate  individuals with 
disabilities and developed in accordance with Americans with Disabilities Act Accessibility 
Guidelines (ADMG) standards. Local trail connections are anticipated at regular intervals  to 
provide access to neighborhoods and communities within the search corridor.  

Mississippi River Corridor Critical Area and Lower S. Croix National Scenic Riverway 
Mississippi River Corridor Critical Area (MRCCA): The Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail 
search area is not located within the Mississippi River Corridor Critical Area. The planning, design, 
and implementation requirements of the MRCCA will not apply to this recommended portion of the 
Regional Trail System. 
 
Lower St. Croix National Scenic Riverway (LSCR): The LSCR was added to the National Wild and 
Scenic Rivers program in 1972 and spans 52-miles from Taylors Falls, Minnesota, to the 
confluence with the Mississippi River and the St. Croix River in Prescott, Wisconsin. The riverway 
is managed by the DNR in several districts south of Stillwater and is managed by the NPS north of 
Stillwater. 
 
There are portions of the trail corridor that reside within LSCR. Within these areas, regulations vary 
throughout the corridor regarding building and development (i.e. lot size, structure height,  
landscaping, etc.). Prior to implementation, the County will coordinate with the National Park 
Service, the DNR, and the appropriate local governments to ensure compliance with LSCR 
regulations.  

Other Council Policies and Systems – Advisory Comments 
MN Department of Natural Resources - Division of Parks and Trails (Nathan Moe, 651-259-5601) 
The proposed Middle St. Croix Regional Trail includes a segment that shares the Brown’s Creek 
State Trail. The Brown’s Creek State Trail should continue to be recognized as a State Trail when 
the new trail is constructed. Ideally mapping and signage will support and enhance the identity of 
both trails. As Washington County develops more focused plans for this area, we stress continued 
coordination with the DNR to ensure that the appropriate agreements are in place. This would 
include, but is not limited to, agreements for physical connections to the State trail, trail amenities 
proposed for State owned property, and maintenance proposals/activities.  

Community Development – Solar Resources and Access Protection – (MacKenzie Young-Walters, 
651-602-1373) Council staff encourage consideration of stand-alone solar and battery storage 
lighting installations for planned lighting. This may be especially desirable in areas without 
proximity to electrical service where lighting is desired.  
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Environmental Services – Wastewater Services (Roger Janzig, 651-602-1119) The construction of 
any new or updating of existing paths, trails, bridges, or any other construction project may have 
an impact on multiple Metropolitan Council Interceptors and/or Facilities in multiple locations. To 
assess the potential impacts to our interceptor system prior to initiating any project, preliminary 
plans should be sent to Tim Wedin, Interceptor Engineering Assistant Manager (651-602-4571) at 
the Metropolitan Council Environmental Services. 

Metropolitan Transit (Stephen Baisden, 651-349-7361) Metro Transit is not planning additional 
expansion of the fixed route transit network given the current transit investments and surrounding 
development patterns. Increasing the availability of existing (non-fixed route) public transportation 
services within Washington County may be an option. Similarly, Micro Transit may be another 
option connecting trails with adjacent communities.   

Metropolitan Transportation Services (Joe Widing, 651-602-1822) The preferred alignment is 
rerouted around certain pinch points along Trunk Highway 95. It should be noted that Trunk 
Highway 95 is identif ied on the Regional Bicycle Transportation Network (RBTN) as a Tier 2 
alignment and even though this regional trial will not follow Trunk Highway 95 through certain 
sections, Council staff would advise to continue to coordinate with MnDOT to consider some type 
of bicycle accommodation along Trunk Highway 95 in those sections where a regional trail will not 
be constructed, or conversely, as Washington County mentions, to amend the RBTN network to 
follow the new preferred alternative. Contact Steve Elmer in Metropolitan Transportation Services 
(651-602-1756) in relation to the RBTN.  

Additionally, in areas where the regional trail will be diverting around local activity centers (Bayport, 
Lakeland, St Croix Beach) local connections should be planned to connect the regional trail to the 
amenities and destinations at these locations. 
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Figure 5. Middle St. Croix Valley Regional Trail Boundary and Acquisitions 

 

  



 

14 

M
e

t
r
o

p
o

lit
a

n
 

C
o

u
n

c
il  

 

Table 3. Acquisition Locations and Costs 

Potential Acquisitions Parcels Acreage 
Interim Trail  

(Publicly Owned 
Parcels) 

Preferred Trail 
(Privately Owned 

Parcels) 

Boom Site to Fairy Falls Rd 
N 

7 5.00 $184,771.10 $11.793.90 

Fairy Falls Rd N to Brown's 
Creek  
State Trail, Brown's Creek 
State Trail  
to near Oasis Café, Near 
Oasis Café  
to Main St S 

30 3.28 $34,202.31 $94,744.33 

TH 95 Crossing to Beach 
Rd N, Beach  
Rd N to Stagecoach Trl N, 
Stagecoach  
Trl N to 56th St N 

38 4.33 $295,432.48 $220,383.10 

Main St S to CR 36, CR 36 
to King  
Plant Rd, 56th St N from 
TH 95 to  
Pickett Ave N, 56th St N 
from Pickett  
Ave N to Stagecoach Trl N 

7 0.24 
 

$28,141.13 $0.00 

Stagecoach Trl N from 56th 
St N to  
50th St N 

2 2.00 $78,626.00 
 

$0.00 

Stagecoach Trl N from 50th 
St N to  
30th St N, Stagecoach Trl 
N from  
30th St N to 22nd St N, 
Stagecoach  
Trl N from 22nd St N to 
Hudson Rd S 

14 4.23 $110,469.53 $55,824.46 

Hudson Road from 
Stagecoach Trl N  
to Quinlan Ave N, Afton-
Lakeland  
Trail from 8th St N to St 
Marys Dr S 

21 4.18 $367,163.67 $0.00 

Afton-Lakeland Trail from 
St Marys  
Dr S to Upper 34th St S, 
Upper 34th  
St S to River Rd S along 
levee 

22 4.69 $0.00 $538,182.19 

Belwin Conservancy 19 12.93 $0.00 $508,317.09 

Totals: 160 40.87 $395,304.81  $1,429,245.07 
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Figure 5. Trail location within the road right-of-way 
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Figure 6. Segment 1 Development Concept 
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Figure 7. Segment 2 Development Concept 
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Figure 8. Segment 3 Development Concept 
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Attachment 1. Washington County Resolution 
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Attachment 2. City of Stillwater Resolution 
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Attachment 3. City of Oak Park Heights Resolution 
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Attachment 4. Town of West Lakeland Resolution
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Attachment 5. Middle St. Croix Watershed Management Organization Support 
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Attachment 6. Bayport Township Support 
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Attachment 7. City of Bayport Resolution 
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Attachment 8. Belwin Conservatory Support

 

 


