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ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT WORKSHEET  
Note to preparers: This form and EAW Guidelines are available at http://www.eqb.state.mn.us. The Environmental 

Assessment Worksheet provides information about a project that may have the potential for significant 

environmental effects. The EAW is prepared by the Responsible Governmental Unit or its agents to determine 

whether an Environmental Impact Statement should be prepared. The project proposer must supply any reasonably 

accessible data for ð but should not complete ð the final worksheet. If a complete answer does not fit in the space 

allotted, attach additional sheets as necessary. The complete question as well as the answer must be included if the 

EAW is prepared electronically. 

Note to reviewers: Comments must be submitted to the RGU during the 30-day comment period following notice of 

the EAW in the EQB Monitor. Comments should address the accuracy and completeness of information, potential 

impacts that warrant further investigation and the need for an EIS. 

 

1.  Project title    Northwoods Regional OHV Trail Project (Phase 2 of Aitkin/Itasca 70-Mile Trail project) 

 

2. Proposer   3. RGU   

 Contact person: Mark Jacobs  Contact person: Terry Neff 

 Title:  Land Commissioner - 

Aitkin County Land Department 

 Title:  Director -  

Aitkin County Environmental Services  

 Address:  209 2nd St. NW Room #206  Address:  209 2
nd

 St NW 

                  Aitkin, MN 56431                   Aitkin, MN 56431 

 Phone  218-927-7367  Phone  218-927-7342 

 Fax  218-927-7249  Fax  218-927-4372 

 E-mail  mjacobs@co.aitkin.mn.us  E-mail  tneff@co.aitkin.mn.us  

 

4. Reason for EAW preparation   

 Mandatory EAW because trail is greater than 10 miles.  Minnesota Rule Category 4410.4300, Subpart 37-A, 

Recreational Trails. 

 

5. Project location Aitkin County and Itasca County 

 

Hill City Connector Blind Lake Connector Goodland Connector 

T R S GLOT 1/4-1/4 T R S GLOT 1/4-1/4 T R S GLOT 1/4-1/4 

52 25 19 3 NWSW 51 26 32 0 NENW 53 23 35 0 SWSW 

52 26 24 0 SESE 51 26 32 0 NWNE 53 23 36 0 NESW 

52 25 19 4 SWSW 51 26 32 0 NENE 53 23 36 0 NWSW 

52 26 25 0 NENE 51 26 33 0 NWNW 53 23 35 0 NESE 

52 26 25 0 SENE 51 26 33 0 NENW 53 23 35 0 NWSE 

52 26 25 0 NESE 51 26 32 0 SENW 53 23 35 0 NESW 

52 26 25 0 SESE 51 26 32 0 SWNE 53 23 35 0 NWSW 

52 26 36 0 NENW 51 26 32 0 SENE 53 23 35 0 SWNE 

52 26 36 0 NWNE 51 26 32 0 NESW 53 23 25 0 SESE 

52 26 36 0 NENE 51 26 32 0 NWSE 53 23 25 0 NESE 

52 26 36 0 SENW 51 26 31 0 SESE 53 23 25 0 SENE 

52 26 36 0 SWNE 51 26 32 0 SWSW 53 23 25 0 NENE 

52 26 36 0 NWSE 51 26 32 0 SESW 53 23 24 0 SESE 

52 26 36 0 SWSW 50 26 6 3 NENW 53 23 24 0 NESE 

http://www.eqb.state.mn.us/
mailto:mjacobs@co.aitkin.mn.us
mailto:tneff@co.aitkin.mn.us
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52 26 36 0 SWSE 50 26 6 2 NWNE 53 23 24 0 SENE 

51 26 4 2 NWNE 50 26 6 1 NENE 53 23 24 0 NENE 

51 26 4 1 NENE 50 26 6 0 SENW 53 23 13 0 SESE 

51 26 2 1 NENE 50 26 6 0 NESW 53 23 13 0 NESE 

51 26 1 4 NWNW 50 26 6 0 SWSE 53 22 18 9 Lot 9 

51 26 3 3 NENW 50 26 6 0 SESW 53 23 13 0 SENE 

51 26 3 4 NWNW 50 26 7 0 NWNE 53 22 18 4 Lot 4 

51 26 1 3 NENW 50 26 7 0 NENW 53 23 13 0 NENE 

51 26 1 2 NWNE 50 26 7 1 NWNW 53 22 18 3 Lot 3 

51 26 4 0 SWNE 50 27 12 0 NENE 53 23 12 0 SESE 

51 26 2 0 SENE 50 27 12 0 NWNE 53 22 7 10 Lot 10 

51 26 3 0 SENE 50 27 12 0 SWNE 53 23 12 0 NESE 

51 26 3 0 SWNE 50 27 12 0 SENW 53 23 12 0 NWSE 

51 26 3 0 SENW 50 27 12 0 NESW 53 23 12 0 SENE 

51 26 4 0 NWSE 50 27 12 0 SESW 53 22 7 4 Lot 4 

51 26 4 0 NESE 50 27 13 0 NENW 53 22 7 3 Lot 3 

51 26 2 0 NESE 50 27 13 0 NWNW 53 22 6 11 Lot 11 

51 26 2 0 NWSW 50 27 13 0 SWNW 53 22 6 10 Lot 10 

51 26 3 0 NESE 50 27 13 4 NWSW 53 22 6 8 Lot 8 

51 26 2 0 SWSW 50 27 13 5 SWSW 53 22 6 7 Lot 7 

51 26 2 0 SESE 50 27 24 1 NWNW 53 22 6 3 Lot 3 

51 26 1 0 SWSW 50 27 24 2 SWNW 54 22 31 0 SESE 

51 26 3 0 SESW 50 27 23 0 NWSE 54 22 32 0 SWSW 

51 26 4 0 SESE 50 27 23 0 NESE 54 22 32 0 NWSW 

51 26 3 0 SWSW 50 27 24 0 NWSW 54 22 32 0 NESW 

51 26 11 0 NWNW 50 27 23 0 SWSE 54 22 32 0 SENW 

51 26 11 0 NENW 50 27 23 0 SESE 54 22 32 0 NENW 

51 26 11 0 NWNE 50 27 24 0 SWSW 54 22 32 0 NWNE 

51 26 11 0 NENE 50 27 26 0 NENW 54 22 29 0 SWSE 

51 26 10 0 NENW 50 27 26 0 NWNE 54 22 29 0 SESE 

51 26 10 0 SENW 50 27 26 0 SENW 54 22 29 0 NESE 

51 26 10 0 NESW 50 27 26 0 NESW 54 22 29 0 SENE 

51 26 10 0 NWSW 50 27 27 0 SESE 54 22 28 0 SWNW 

51 26 10 0 SESW 50 27 26 0 SWSW 54 22 28 0 SENW 

51 26 10 0 SWSW 50 27 26 0 SESW 54 22 28 0 NWNW 

51 26 15 0 NENW 50 27 34 0 NWNE 54 22 28 0 NENW 

51 26 15 0 NWNW 50 27 34 0 NENE 54 22 21 0 SWSW 

51 26 15 0 SWNW 50 27 35 0 NWNW 54 22 21 0 SESW 

51 26 15 0 NWSW 50 27 35 0 NENW 54 22 21 0 NESW 

51 26 15 0 SWSW 50 27 35 0 NWNE 54 22 21 0 SENW 

51 26 21 0 NENE 50 27 34 0 SWNE 54 22 21 0 SWNE 
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51 26 22 0 NWNW 50 27 34 0 SENE 54 22 21 0 NWNE 

51 26 21 0 NWNE 50 27 34 0 NESE 54 22 16 0 SWSE 

51 26 21 0 SWNE 50 27 35 0 NWSW 54 22 16 0 NWSE 

51 26 21 0 NWSE 50 27 35 0 SWSW 53 22 19 3 NWNW 

51 26 20 0 SESE 49 27 2 4 NWNW 53 22 30 9 NWSW 

51 26 21 0 SWSW 49 27 2 0 SWNW 53 22 19 10 SWSW 

51 26 21 0 SESW 49 27 3 0 NESE 53 22 30 3 NWNW 

51 26 21 0 SWSE 49 27 2 0 NWSW 53 22 30 10 SWSW 

51 26 21 0 SESE 49 27 3 0 SESE 53 22 30 4 SWNW 

51 26 29 0 NWNE 49 27 3 0 SWSE 53 22 31 3 NWNW 

51 26 29 0 NENE 49 27 10 0 NWNE 53 22 31 4 SWNW 

          49 27 10 0 SWNE 53 22 19 9 NWSW 

          49 27 10 0 SENW 53 22 19 4 SWNW 

          49 27 10 0 NWSE 53 22 31 9 NWSW 

          49 27 10 0 SESE 53 22 18 10 SWSW 

          49 27 10 0 SWSE 53 23 36 11 NWSE 

          49 27 10 0 SESW 53 23 36 8 SWNE 

          49 27 15 0 NWNW 53 23 36 9 SENE 

          49 27 15 0 NENW 53 23 36 1 NENE 

          49 27 15 0 SWNW 53 23 36 10 NESE 

          49 27 15 0 NWSW 52 23 2 4 NWNW 

          49 27 15 0 SWSW 52 23 2 0 SWNW 

          49 27 15 0 SESW 52 23 3 3 NENW 

          49 27 22 0 NENW 52 23 3 2 NWNE 

          49 27 22 0 NWNE 52 23 3 1 NENE 

          49 27 22 0 SENW 52 23 3 0 SWNW 

          49 27 22 0 SWNE 52 23 3 0 SENW 

          49 27 22 0 NESW 52 23 3 0 SENE 

          49 27 22 0 NWSE 52 23 4 0 SENE 

          49 27 23 0 NWSW 52 23 4 0 NESE 

          49 27 23 0 NESW 52 23 4 17 SESE 

          49 27 23 0 NWSE 52 23 4 19 SWSE 

          49 27 22 0 SWSE 52 23 9 0 NENE 

          49 27 22 0 SESE 52 23 9 9 SWNE 

          49 27 23 0 SWSW 52 23 9 0 SENE 

          49 27 23 0 SWSE 52 23 9 5 NWSW 

          49 27 23 0 SESE 52 23 9 8 NESW 

          49 27 26 0 NWNE 52 23 9 0 NWSE 

          49 27 26 0 SWNE 52 23 9 7 SESW 
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Attach each of the following to the EAW: 

 County map showing the general location of the project:  See Attachment A. 

 U.S. Geological Survey 7.5 minute, 1:24,000 scale map indicating project boundaries (photocopy 

acceptable):  See Attachment B. The trail segments are shown separately. 

 Site plan showing all significant project and natural features:  See Attachment C.  The trail segments are 

shown separately. 

 

 

6. Description 

a. Provide a project summary of 50 words or less to be published in the EQB Monitor. 

The project connects three existing recreational trails in an extensive, quality ATV/OHV trail system in Aitkin and 

Itasca Counties, Minnesota. The new designated trail is designed to be environmentally sensitive, economically 

beneficial, and community supported.  A project goal is to reduce natural resource impacts associated with 

unregulated cross-country travel. 

 

b. Give a complete description of the proposed project and related new construction. Attach additional sheets 

as necessary. Emphasize construction, operation methods and features that will cause physical manipulation 

of the environment or will produce wastes. Include modifications to existing equipment or industrial 

processes and significant demolition, removal or remodeling of existing structures. Indicate the timing and 

duration of construction activities.  

 

Overall the project involves clearing of up to a 20-foot wide right-of-way and preparation of up to a 10-foot wide 

trail surface, including side slopes.  The 20-foot ROW was used for potential impact analysis but the actual cleared 

area in much of the trail will be less. The 10-foot wide trail surface is also the extreme case (for turn-outs, etc.). An 

estimated 37.5 of the 50 miles of trail are located on existing old logging trails and 12.5 miles of new trail 

construction are proposed.  The project is scheduled to be constructed in winter 2010/11 and summer 2011.  The 

trail surface in wetland crossings over 100 feet in length may be of wood puncheon bridges. Shorter crossings may 

utilize geo-textile matting and fill or possibly geo-block in some locations.  Stream crossings will utilize small 

bridges.  Much of the project area contains compactable soil types which will be a major consideration in trail 

design.  The trail will be shaped to promote drainage and minimize rutting, and a granular surface material will be 

used to stabilize/harden the trail surface. 

 

Trail operations will establish a patrolled, well-marked, destination-oriented trail system that will reduce ATV/OHV 

damage in the region by attracting riders to it and away from sensitive areas, and putting enforcement in other places 

where damage is occurring.  The trail will be designed for use by ATVs and Off-Highway Motorcycles (OHMs or 

ñdirt bikes.ò).  Other Off-Highway Vehicles (OHVs), including jeeps and 4x4 trucks, will not be allowed on the 

trail.  Winter trail uses have not been decided.  The season(s) during which the trail will be open to ATV use has not 

been determined, but will be established based on considerations such as spring ñbreak-upò and hunting seasons. 

 

The project includes the development of trailheads (parking area and loading area) and rest areas; primarily 

upgrades to existing parking areas.  Septic and solid waste will be handled at designated access points and rest stops.  

This will consist of existing facilities such as parking/rest areas on the Soo Line Trail. 

 

There are also facilities at dining and lodging destinations, as well as at stores and gas stations in small towns 

located along the trail system.  

 

The project planning process includes an enforcement plan that designates responsible enforcement parties, 

including the DNR, the county sheriff department, and volunteer ñTrail Ambassadors.ò  The maintenance, 

monitoring and enforcement plan for the trail addresses safety considerations such as intersections, visibility, and 

other concerns. Trail naming, mile-markers, and signage along the trail will address 911 needs and emergency 

services.  Final trail maps and information available to trail users will include this information. 

 

The trail will become part of the statewide grant-in-aid program that includes collaboration between the DNR, local 

units of government, and local trail users and clubs.  Promotion of the trail as a ñdestination trailò through 
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advertising and trail maps will focus users on the trail system. The increased enforcement and visibility of the new 

trail system will also help discourage inappropriate riding.  The monitoring plan for the trail includes tracking rider 

behavior as well as trail maintenance and enforcements needs. 

 

Funding provided by the legislature and administered by the DNR is currently supporting the planning, designing, 

and building of the trail.  After the trail is completed, user fees and state programs (grant-in-aid) will be used to 

maintain the trail. 

 

For detailed descriptions of each segment see Attachment D. 

 

c. Explain the project purpose; if the project will be carried out by a governmental unit, explain the need for 

the project and identify its beneficiaries. 

 

Legislation passed in 2003 required the DNR to identify, design and develop a continuous motorized recreation trail 

at least 70 miles long. After an unsuccessful attempt to establish the trail in Becker County, the DNR selected the 

proposal from Aitkin and Itasca County to develop the 70-Mile Trail Project. The DNR selected the Aitkin-Itasca 

proposal because it best matches the established criteria ï land availability, level of readiness and public 

involvement. When complete, the Aitkin-Itasca proposal creates recreational trails that complement the existing trail 

system in the area. In 2010 the trail was officially named the ñNorthwoods Regional ATV Trail Systemò. This 

project is considered Phase 2 of the Northwoods (formerly known as the 70-Mile Trail) trail project. 

 

The goal of the project is to be environmentally-sensitive in the design of the trail and to fully consider 

environmental impacts.  It is hoped that a patrolled, well-marked, destination-oriented trail system will reduce 

ATV/OHV damage in the region by attracting riders to it, and putting enforcement in other places where damage is 

occurring. 

 

The trail will become part of the statewide grant-in-aid program that includes collaboration between the DNR, local 

units of government, and local trail users and clubs.  Funding provided by the legislature and administered by the 

DNR is currently supporting the planning, designing and building of the trail.  After the trail is completed, user fees 

and state programs will be used to maintain the trail. 

 

d. Are future stages of this development including development on any outlots planned or likely to happen?  

If yes, briefly describe future stages, relationship to present project, timeline and plans for environmental 

review. 

There is a proposed connection from the Big Sandy Lake area (north of McGregor) to this trail system but a suitable 

alignment has not been defined. 

 

e. Is this project a subsequent stage of an earlier project?  Yes ï this is Phase 2 of the project formerly known as 

the Aitkin-Itasca 70-Mile ATV trail project. 

 

7. Project magnitude data 

Total project acreage is 121 acres.  There are an estimated 2.4 acres per mile of trail (5280ft length x 20ft wide 

ROW /43,560ft) and 50 miles of the project.  There are no residential units or other buildings proposed for 

construction. 

 

8. Permits and approvals required. List all kn own local, state and federal permits, approvals and financial 

assistance for the project. Include modifications of any existing permits, governmental review of plans and 

all direct and indirect forms of public financial assistance including bond guarantees, Tax Increment 

Financing and infrastructure.  

Unit of government Type of application    Status 

Minnesota Pollution Control Agency Storm-water permit Not started  

 Aitkin County Wetland permit  Not started 

Itasca County Wetland permit  Not started 

Army Corps of Engineers Wetland permit (404) Not started 

MN DOT Permit to cross Hwy 200, 65, & 169 Not started 
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 MN DNR  Water Crossing permit Not Started

 

9. Land use. Describe current and recent past land use and development on the site and on adjacent lands. 

Discuss project compatibility with adjacent and nearby land uses. Indicate whether any potential conflicts 

involve environmental matters. Identify any potential environmental hazards due to past site uses, such as 

soil contamination or abandoned storage tanks, or proximity to nearby hazardous liquid or gas pipelines.  

 

All of the trail segments are in areas of forestland (primarily public land). The primary land use is multiple-use 

forestry, primarily timber harvest and outdoor recreation.  Outdoor recreation includes hunting, fishing, bird-

watching, food gathering, and ATV/OHV trail riding.  This project is a recreational trail and will be compatible with 

the current land use which includes recreational trail use.  Potential environmental issues are outlined in other 

sections of the worksheet. 

 

There are 2 MPCA petroleum leak sites in the Jacobson area (9-52-23) but the trail alignment is within public road 

ROW in this area; so no impacts are expected. 

 

10. Cover types. Estimate the acreage of the site with each of the following cover types before and after 

development: 

Land cover in the project area was assessed using ñUSGS - National Land Cover Databaseò digital land cover data, 

(Figure 10.1).  The following acreage estimates were developed using a worst-case scenario of a 20-foot wide 

disturbance corridor along proposed trail segments which total 50 miles. However, it is noted that 37.5 of the 50 

miles of trail in the proposed project occur on currently utilized trails. 

 

Table 10.1.  Estimated land cover type change in the 20-foot wide trail right-of-way due to construction of the 

proposed project.   

 

LAND USE CLASS 
ACRES 

BEFORE 
ACRES 
AFTER 

NLCD - Pasture/Hay 5 0 

NLCD - Developed/Low Intensity 1 110 

NLCD - Developed/Open Space 16 0 

NLCD - Deciduous Forest 75 0 

NLCD - Evergreen Forest 5 0 

NLCD - Grassland Herbaceous 2 1 

NLCD - Shrubland 1 1 

NLCD - Herbaceous Wetlands 12 6 

NLCD - Woody Wetlands 5 3 

Total 121 121 
 

Some 121 acres of land cover have the potential to be disturbed by the construction of the Northwoods trail 

segments.  The most significant potential land cover change is the conversion of 80 acres of upland forest to 

developed land.  This is an over-estimate of the actual amount that will be disturbed by trail construction.  The 

actual disturbed area will be less because 37.5 of the 50 miles of trail in the proposed project are located on existing 

routes and logging roads not shown in the land cover GIS data utilized for the analysis.  Table 10.2 more accurately 

reflects the wetland impacts based on field observations. In addition, the 20-foot wide right-of-way is the maximum 

disturbance possible, but the actual disturbed area will be less.  The trail tread will be on average 10-feet wide 

including any wetland crossings. On uplands, the trail and canopy will be encouraged to grow in to reduce the 

potential effects of forest fragmentation.  

 

Table 10.2 - Proposed trail alignment breakdown based on aerial photo interpretation and field verification. 
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Trail Segment 
Total 

(miles) 

Existing 

Road/Trail 

(miles) 

New Trail 

(miles) 

Trail 

Footprint 

(acres) 

Wetland 

impact         

(fill ï acres) 

 Goodland Connector 16 12 4 38.8 0.52 

Hill City Connector 14 9.5 4.5 33.9 0.46 

Blind Lake Connector 20 16 4 48.5 0.24 

Total 50 37.5 12.5 121.2 1.21 

 

Invasive plant species are known to occur in the project area.  These include reed canary grass (Phalaris 

arundinacea), purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria), leafy spurge (Euphorbia esula), garlic mustard (Alliaria 

petiolata), and non-native thistles (e.g., Cirsium vulgare and C. arvense).  Since the majority of the proposed trails 

are already used by off-road vehicles, formal establishment and designation of these trails is not expected to 

significantly increase the potential for aggressive plant invasions.  Portions of the proposed trails that will cross 

existing natural vegetation may be exposed to invasive plant propagules (e.g., seeds) carried and deposited 

inadvertently by trail users and their vehicles.  The established Trail Ambassadors Program provides a training 

module on invasive plant identification, and the trained ambassadors will inspect and report areas where invasive 

plants are observed.  The Aitkin and Itasca County Land Departments also have active invasive species 

identification and control programs. The Itasca County Forest Recreation Specialist also serves as the Assistant 

Agricultural Inspector.  

 

11. Fish, Wildlife and ecologically sensitive resources 

a. Identify fish and wildlife resources and habitats on or near the site and describe how they would be 

affected by the project.  Describe any measures to be taken to minimize or avoid impacts.   

 

A. General landscape characteristics and plant communities 

The project area occurs primarily within the St Louis Moraines subsection and a very small portion of the Tamarack 

Lowlands of the Laurentian Mixed Forest Province.  The two major subsections contain large areas of gently rolling 

hills and lakes caused by glacial moraines.  Both of these subsections are under increasing pressure from human 

activities.  Forestry and recreation are the predominant land uses.  

 

The trail sections occur primarily in upland forest habitat, with minor quantities in non-forested wetland, forested 

wetlands, and grasslands.  Plant communities in these regions are comprised primarily of upland aspen and upland 

mixed hardwood-coniferous forest vegetation types.  The land cover data used did not distinguish among upland 

forest types, but it is known that forest types in the project area consist primarily of upland deciduous and mixed 

hardwood-deciduous forest types.  Forest stand inventory data for Aitkin County shows that deciduous forest 

comprises over 74% of forest cover, mixed coniferous-deciduous forest comprises 20%, and coniferous forest 

comprises about 5%.  The trail sections have not been ground-surveyed for specific community types, but it is 

expected that the proportion of deciduous, mixed coniferous-deciduous, and coniferous forest will be similar to that 

for the forest stand inventory data. 

 

B. Wildlife resources and potential effects 

a. Land cover 

Most direct impacts due to trail construction will occur in upland forest (Table 10.1).  Most of this upland forest 

consists of deciduous forest, and most of that is aspen forest. 

 

b. Game species 

Many game species occur throughout Itasca and Aitkin Counties, including large game (bear, white-tailed deer, 

moose),  small game (snowshoe hare, squirrel, ruffed grouse, sharp-tailed grouse, wild turkey), and furbearers 

(raccoon, bobcat, pine marten, fisher, beaver, otter).  As with non-game species, game species may be disturbed by 
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human activity and noise associated with trail use.  Habitat may be impacted by new trail construction.  Increased 

access on ATV/OHV trails can increase hunting take of game species.  However, this impact is not expected to be 

significant because these trails are already in use, hunter use will likely only be a small proportion of total use, and 

take of game is generally regulated to control populations.  

 

Most game species are habitat generalists, although sharp-tailed grouse are more habitat-specific than most other 

common game species.  Sharp-tailed grouse utilize large open areas..  We use 0.25 miles on either side of the trail as 

a distance where wildlife is likely to be affected by ATV/OHV activity on the trail, including seeing and hearing 

vehicles to an extent that wildlife behavior changes (Table 11.1).  All of the trails run through primarily forested 

habitat and avoid wetlands; therefore sharp-tailed grouse are not likely to occur within 0.25 miles of the trail as their 

habitat are not present.   The trails also pass through very small amounts of open habitats and no open water wetland 

habitats (Table 10.1). 

 

Habitat generalists may occur in the upland forest vegetation of the proposed routes. However, 37.5 of the 50 miles 

of trail in the proposed project occur on currently utilized routes (Table 11.1), and thus effects on habitat generalists 

and direct impacts to game habitat for all species are expected to be minimal.  

 

Table 11.1.  Habitat acres potentially impacted in a ¼ mile area on either side of trails in the proposed project. 

 

Northwoods ATV trail ACRES 

NLCD - Deciduous Forest 9,951.8 

NLCD - Developed/Low Intensity 1.26 

NLCD - Developed/Med Intensity 8.09 

NLCD - Developed/Low Intensity 16.44 

NLCD - Developed/Open Space 501.81 

NLCD - Evergreen Forest 583.13 

NLCD - Mixed Forest 40.84 

NLCD - Grassland Herbaceous 163.23 

NLCD - Herbaceous Wetlands 1,829.91 

NLCD - Open Water 67.57 

NLCD - Pasture/Hay 979.36 

NLCD - Shrubland 69.96 

NLCD - Woody Wetlands 1,786.58 

Total 16,000.00 
 

 

Table 11.2.  Miles of new trails that will be constructed for the proposed project. 

 

Trail Segment Total Trail 

Miles 

Trail Miles on Existing 

Road/Trail 

New Construction 

Trail Miles 

Goodland Connector 16 12 4 

Hill City Connector 14 9.5 4.5 

Blind Lake Connector 20 16 4 

Total 50 37.5 12.5 

 

c. Non-game species 
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Species in Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN species) are used as indicators to assess potential impacts of the 

proposed project on non-game species.  The SGCN approach was developed by the Minnesota Department of 

Natural Resources (MNDNR) as a tool for managing wildlife populations.  SGCN species are listed by the MNDNR 

by ecological subsection and habitat issues for these species were assessed (Tomorrowôs Habitat for the Wild and 

Rare: An Action Plan for Minnesota Wildlife).   

 

Seventy-three SGCN species occur in the St. Louis Moraines.  These include bog copper, four-toed salamander, 

wood thrush, ovenbird, least darter, and Blandingôs turtle, to name a few.  Many are species of open water and 

wetlands and will not be affected by the proposed project. Most of the terrestrial specialist species are found in 

upland coniferous forests (19%) and lowland coniferous forests (14%), and grassland (5%).  None of the SGCN 

specializes in the upland deciduous aspen forest (the predominant forest type in the area) the trails are expected to 

pass through.  Our habitat analysis does not distinguish among upland forest types.  However, a review of county 

and state forest stand data indicates that most forests in the St. Louis Moraines are aspen dominated.  Habitat 

specialist species are thus unlikely to be adversely impacted by the trails.  Generalist SGCN do occur in the upland 

aspen forest.  Most of these are at risk due to habitat loss and degradation. Very little new trail will be built and 

direct impacts to habitat are expected to be small.  Therefore, impacts to generalist species are expected to be minor.  

 

The project area includes a gray wolf (Canus lupus) population that is not expected to be impacted by the proposed 

project.  The project area is not within the area the Fish and Wildlife Service proposed as critical habitat for the 

Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis). 

 

Most trail sections are currently in existence (Table 11.2) and a minor increase in impacts is anticipated for new trail 

construction.  Due to its rarity and historical decline in the project area, upland coniferous forest impacts will be 

reduced by surveying the trail and moving its alignment to avoid passing through significant coniferous stands. 

 

d. Aquatic habitat 

Runoff from trails can drain into adjacent wetlands, streams, and rivers and the added sediment and nutrients can 

alter wildlife habitat and affect aquatic wildlife populations.  None of the four trail segments falls within the corridor 

under the jurisdiction of the Mississippi River Headwaters Board. 

 

Changes in runoff and siltation are not expected from the project because little new construction is expected with the 

proposed project.  BMPôs and siltation fences will be used for construction of new trail segments.  Stream crossing 

structures currently exist for all crossings except one crossing on the Willow River (Hill City Connector).  At this 

crossing a bridge will be constructed.  Bridges are the least damaging stream crossing structures for trails because 

they do not affect stream beds, although stream banks may be altered for bridge footings and embankments.  

Siltation will be minimized at bridges with coarse, rocky, approaches to scour ATV/OHM tires before crossing the 

bridge.  A maximum direct impact of 20 feet of fill on the stream bank may occur at the single new bridge proposed 

for the Willow River crossing.  ATV/OHVs will be prevented from entering streams near bridges by installing 

railings along trails that lead to bridges.  Where a trail crosses a wetland with a defined channel, a fish-safe culvert 

will be used (a wide-bottomed culvert that is buried to provide adequate stream depth and low-velocity flow for safe 

fish passage).   

 

e. Invasive species  

Once established, invasive species can dominate local ecosystems, disrupt and alter habitats, and reduce available 

habitat for native plants and animals.  Invasive plant species may be introduced on the tires and carriages of 

ATV/OHVs or spread by animals and other natural dispersal mechanisms.  Areas of bare soil and sparse vegetation 

in the trail right-of-way are at risk to be colonized by invasive species.  Common invasive plants are listed in Item 

10, Land Cover.  In addition, earthworms have been shown to invade and alter forest soils in the Upper Midwest.  

They affect the forest by destroying the thin layer of organic matter (duff layer) at the soil surface.  Removal of the 

duff layer can reduce the density of groundcover plants and germination rates of tree seedlings, and can increase loss 

of nutrients necessary for forest growth.  Earthworms were eliminated from the Upper Midwest by glaciers 10,000 

years ago, but European species of earthworms have been introduced to the Upper Midwest and have spread into 

and altered forests. 
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Invasive plant and animal species account for impacts on 22% of SGCN species in the St Louis Moraines. Most of 

the trails in the proposed project exist and are used by ATV/OHVs (Table 11.2).  Invasive species introductions are 

not expected to significantly increase and measures are being taken to prevent their spread.  Volunteer Trail 

Ambassadors and County and MNDNR staff are trained to recognize invasive species. Additional monitoring will 

include mapping the locations with GPS coordinates. The County and MNDNR staff will implement control 

measures as needed. Currently, the counties and MNDNR coordinate on developing control strategies for invasive 

species infestations.  Bare soil areas will be seeded to establish groundcover.  Organic soil, which can carry invasive 

earthworms, will not be used for trail construction.  Soil-free gravel will be used in new construction areas.  

Information will be posted at entrances and parking areas to inform ATV/OHV users of the impact of invasive 

species and appropriate control measures such as washing vehicles before entering trail segments.  Users will be 

directed to wash facilities near trail heads. 

 

f. Habitat fragmentation 

Habitat fragmentation is a reduction in the size of and an increase in the distance between habitat patches.  Large 

habitat patches are needed for some species such as the scarlet tanager, an upland forest bird.  Reductions in patch 

size can affect the abundance, reproductive rate, and dispersal ability of species.  In addition, fragmentation of 

habitat patches can reduce gene exchange between sub-populations, leading to inbreeding.  Animals that do disperse 

across barriers such as roads often experience higher mortality.  Habitat fragmentation also increases the amount of 

ñedge habitat.ò  Edge habitat is often used by nest predators and nest parasites such as raccoons, possums, cats, and 

brown-headed cowbirds.  Interior species such as scarlet tanager, wood thrush, and brown thrasher have poor 

defenses against these edge species. 

 

Fragmentation of interior upland forest habitat was evaluated for the proposed project because most of the direct 

impacts are to upland forest.  Based on this evaluation and because nearly 75% of the proposed trail length consists 

of existing trails used by ATV/OHVs the contribution of the proposed project to fragmentation of interior upland 

forest habitat is expected to be minor. 

 

g. Mortality and disturbance due to human activity 

Direct mortality may occur to wildlife from collisions with ATV/OHVs.  For example, salamanders crossing trails 

on their seasonal movements between wetland and upland habitats may be run over.  In addition, many animals 

avoid human-disturbed areas and may avoid otherwise suitable habitat due to noise or other disturbance.  Noise is 

arguably the farthest reaching of these disturbances, and so we use that as a maximum for our disturbance analysis.  

Noise may decrease habitat use up to ¼ of a mile from the trails for many forest birds and some mammals.  Reduced 

habitat use, while it rarely results in observable carcasses, can result in reduced population size via reductions in use 

of breeding and foraging habitats.  

 

The total potential impact on habitat due to noise was determined by calculating the area of each cover type within 

¼ mile of the trails (Table 11.1).  These habitat effects are conservative in that some species have higher thresholds 

for noise disturbance and are not likely to avoid the trail by this distance.  Similarly, some species may forage, but 

not nest, in the ¼ mile zone. 

 

Much of the proposed ATV/OHV trail is already in use (Table 11.2).  Increased patrolling as called for in the trail 

monitoring and enforcement plan can be expected to decrease off-trail use.  Trail Ambassador trail-log data indicates 

that patrolling hours on trails associated with this projects nearly quadrupled from 2008 to 2010. Formalizing the 

trail system can be expected to increase use by as much as 100% on the designated trails.  Wildlife mortality due to 

ATV/OHV collisions may increase slightly in the designated trails as ridership increases.  Similarly, disturbance due 

to noise impacts may increase slightly over current levels due to more vehicles on the trails.  

 

C. Are any state-listed (endangered, threatened or special concern) species, rare plant communities or other 

sensitive ecological resources such as native prairie habitat, colonial waterbird nesting colonies or 

regionally rare plant communities on or near the site? RYes  __No 

 

If yes, describe the resource and how it would be affected by the project.  Indicate if a site survey of the 

resources has been conducted and describe the results.  If the DNR Natural Heritage and Nongame 

Research program has been contacted list the correspondence reference number:   
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Describe measures to minimize or avoid adverse impacts. 

 

A search of areas within ¼ mile of the proposed trail using the Natural Heritage rare features database identified the 

following rare features:  

 

Colonial Waterbird  Nesting Site (NON - Great Blue Heron) in S. 32 T. 51 R. 26W (near Swatara) 12 nest 

platforms were last observed in 1997. The location is >300-feet from the proposed trail alignment and it is 

unknown if the site is still active. An October 2010 visit indicated only 3-nest platforms still standing and the 

flooded trees were in a significant state of decay ï with few limbs remaining for future nest construction. The 

site will be revisited in the spring of 2011 to determine if it is active. If so, the trail will be re-aligned to reduce 

potential negative impacts. 

 

Black Sandshell Mussel (SPC) in S. 4 T. 52 R. 23W near Jacobson which utilizes aquatic habitat and therefore 

would not be directly impacted by the trail alignment. Soil stabilization and vegetative buffers incorporated into 

trail design should minimize negative impacts due to sedimentation. 

 

 
Four vascular plants S 31/32 T 54 R 22W, S 5/6 T 53 R 22W ï 1 is listed as endangered and 1 is listed as special 

concerné 

Western Jacob's Ladder (END) 

White Adder's-mouth (SPC) 

Dragon's-mouth (NON) 

Small Yellow Water Crowfoot (NON) 

 

They are in an area where the trail will be located on an abandoned railroad grade running parallel to State Highway 

65 in Itasca County and will not be directly impacted   by trail development. Off-trail travel will be prohibited and 

the trail will be signed accordingly. The trail will be monitored on a regular basis by County staff and Trail 

Ambassadors to curtail off-trail travel, with enforcement provided by MN DNR Conservation Officers and County 

Sheriff Department staff. 

 

 

12. Physical impacts on water resources. Will the project involve the physical or hydrologic alteration ð 

dredging, filling, stream diversion, outfall structure, diking, and impoundment ð of any surface waters 

such as a lake, pond, wetland, stream or drainage ditch? RYes __No  

If yes, identify water resource affected and give the DNR Public Waters Inventory number(s) if the water 

resources affected are on the PWI. 

 

 

There are 9 stream crossings along the proposed alignment; Mississippi River, Swan River, Willow River, Hill River 

and 3 unnamed streams. All have existing crossing structures (bridge or culvert) except the Willow River (2.25 

miles east of Swatara) where a bridge crossing will be installed per specifications by MN DNR.  

 

The proposed route crosses 5290 lineal-feet of wetlands; which amounts to 1.2 acres of wetland impact (assuming a 

10ô wide crossing). 

 

Describe alternatives considered and proposed mitigation measures to minimize impacts.  

 

Stream and wetland crossings were avoided and minimized during development of the proposed trail alignment, 

pursuant to Trail Planning, Design, and Development Guidelines (MNDNR 2006) and National Park Service trail 

standards. Trail designers reviewed existing map data (e.g., hydrography, National Wetlands Inventory, topography) 

and did a field review of proposed trail alignments.  Proposed trails were also aligned to make use of established 

roads and trails, as well as existing stream and wetland crossings.  Wetland crossings were avoided if at all possible. 

The Willow River crossing on the Hill City Connector trail the will be with a steel frame bridge.  
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It is also expected that actual wetland impacts due to trail construction will be less than indicated by the data 

because the trail tread and area disturbed by construction will be less than 20 feet in wetlands.  A single travel lane 

will be constructed through wetlands.  The area disturbed during construction may be up to 2 feet on either side of 

the tread. In sum, the area actually disturbed for wetland crossings will be on average 10 feet wide, or half of the 20-

foot right-of-way width.  

 

The project will cross wetlands at narrowest point.  Some wetland crossings will entail direct filling of wetland with 

trail bed material over filter fabric and where possible, wooden puncheon bridges may be used to cross wetlands 

areas.  Culverts will be installed beneath all filled trails located in an area where surface water runoff conveyance 

needs to be maintained.  Under extreme runoff conditions, flow may be designed to overtop the trail, limiting flow 

impedance.  The regulatory permitting process will require avoidance, minimization, and mitigation of any impacts 

to water resources, and all regulatory and permit requirements will be met. 

 

Aitkin County has purchased two wetland banks that when approved by BWSR and ACOE will contain sufficient 

credits to cover impacts of the trails. If necessary, wetland credits may be purchased on the open market from an 

approved wetland bank.  

 

13. Water use.  

 

No wells will be installed or abandoned, nor will connections or changes to public water supply be made, nor will 

appropriation of ground or surface water (including dewatering) be made.   No wells are known to exist in the 20-

foot trail right-of-way. 

 

14. Water-related land use management district. Does any part of the project involve a shoreland zoning 

district , a delineated 100-year flood plain, or a state or federally designated wild or scenic river land use 

district?  RYes __No  

If yes, identify the district and discuss project compatibility with district land use restrictions.  

 

Water-related land use management districts were assessed using Aitkin Countyôs digital shoreland data, Itasca 

Countyôs shoreland district criteria, digital Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) floodplain data, and 

digital hydrography (lakes, streams and rivers) data.  None of the proposed trail segments will cross a delineated 

state or federally designated wild or scenic river land use district. There are 11 crossings of the proposed trail in a 

shoreland district (9195 lineal-feet).  Aitkin Countyôs 2009 Shoreland Management Ordinance and Itasca Countyôs 

2005 Zoning Ordinance regulate development in shoreland zones.  In general, trail development will meet standards 

for vegetative and topographic screening from public waters, erosion control, and structure setback requirements. 

Al l new trail construction in shoreland zones will comply with all applicable standards.  

 

There are 6 crossings (20,616 lineal-feet) of proposed trail in a 100-year floodplain zone. This project is an 

allowable use in the floodplain zone. Trail development will comply with applicable standards; such as an erosion 

control plan for areas where large amounts of fill would be placed. 

 

15. Water surface use. No changes in number or type of watercraft on any water body will result from this 

project. 

 

No navigable surface waters are affected by this project. 

 

16. Erosion and sedimentation. Give the acreage to be graded or excavated and the cubic yards of soil to be 

moved:   acres = 121; cubic yards = 97,000. This is based on a 20-foot cleared right-of-way; from our 

experience in phase 1 of the trail project the actual cleared width is generally 12-16 feet. 

 

Describe any steep slopes or highly erodible soils and identify them on the site map. Describe any erosion and 

sedimentation control measures to be used during and after project construction.  

 

Grading and filling will involve shaping of the trail surface to shed water and maintain soil stability based on 

provisions in Section 6 Sustainable Natural Surface Trails of the MN DNR publication Trail Planning, Design, and 
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Development Guidelines.  The areas where the trail will be built are generally level or slightly rolling with no steep 

slopes. Rolling dips and other runoff control techniques will be utilized on any slope that may pose erosion 

potential.  In areas of highly compactable soils, dry granular fill (gravel) will be used for additional stabilization.  

Material without organic soil content will be used to avoid transporting of exotic species (e.g., earthworms) or seeds 

of invasive plants.  Sediment fences will be utilized during and immediately after construction when working near 

wetlands or watercourses. Disturbed side slopes will be vegetated by seeding to stabilize the soil. 

 

17. Water quality: surface water runoff  

a. Compare the quantity and quality of site runoff before and after the project. Describe permanent controls 

to manage or treat runoff. Describe any stormwater pollution prevention plans.  

 

In the area of the proposed trail segments, existing site runoff is typical of either natural surface trails and roads or 

naturally vegetated areas.  Significant erosion is currently not an issue in most of these areas, but some minor, 

localized erosion occurs along some of the existing trails.  Construction (or formal establishment) of the proposed 

trails is not expected to significantly alter site runoff in most areas since most trail segments already consist of 

existing trails.  Naturally vegetated areas not currently occupied by trails will experience some localized increase in 

runoff as a result of new trail construction.  The trail tread will be on average 10-12 feet wide and the adjacent right-

of-way will consist of upland herbaceous and shrub vegetation, except in wetland crossings.  The upland vegetation 

is expected to control sediment movement from the trail surface to adjacent land because slopes are less than 12%.  

No trails will be graded to a slope greater than 6%. 

 

Pursuant to Trail Planning, Design, and Development Guidelines (MNDNR 2006), the proposed trails will be 

designed to manage runoff and minimize erosion.  Design elements specific to surface water runoff include: 

1. Use a suitable soil for the trail bed to minimize erosion potential. 

2. Use appropriate trail bed grading.  Typically a raised trail bed that is sloped will readily shed runoff without 

causing rutting and erosion. 

3. Employ a rolling grade trail design.  This introduces slight variation in topography over short distances in 

order to minimize the length of runoff flow paths.  Shorter flow paths reduce the potential for erosion. 

Appropriate trail construction techniques and best management practices (BMPs) will be employed to prevent 

water-borne sediment from being carried from the trail surface to standing or flowing surface water bodies near the 

trail.  Based on other trails in the region the likely open dates will be mid-May to late-October. This will limit 

impacts during periods of the year of soil saturation is greatest. Temporary trail closures may also occur in response 

to changing conditions, rain, snow and other events. 

 

b. Identify routes and receiving water bodies for runoff from the site; include major downstream water 

bodies as well as the immediate receiving waters.  Estimate impact of runoff on the quality of receiving 

waters.  

 

Water bodies receiving runoff in the vicinity of the trail include wetlands, small streams, and the Swan River, 

Mississippi River, Willow River, Hill River, and Little Hill River.  All runoff from trail construction will be trapped 

by adjacent undisturbed vegetative filter strips between the trail and the water body.  This will result in on-site 

infiltration before the water reaches nearby water bodies. It is expected that there will be no impact from trail 

surface runoff on downstream water quality.  An erosion control plan for the construction period will be completed 

according to the MPCA standards and approved before construction commences. 

 

18. Water quality: wastewaters 

a. Describe sources, composition and quantities of all sanitary, municipal and industrial wastewater produced 

or treated at the site. 

 

Eight existing parking areas along corridor trails directly accessing new trails include either pit toilets installed by 

snowmobile/ATV clubs in previous years or housings for seasonal portable toilets that are maintained by Aitkin 

County. Goodland also has a gas station/convenience store with restroom facilities.  Itasca County Land Department 

maintains a vault toilet at the trailhead for Big Ridge ski/hiking trails on County 560 (NENE Sec32, T55R22). 

  

b. Describe waste treatment methods or pollution prevention efforts and give estimates of composition after 
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treatment. Identify receiving waters, including major downstream water bodies, and estimate the discharge 

impact on the quality of receiving waters. If the project involves on-site sewage systems, discuss the suitability 

of site conditions for such systems.  Not applicable. 

c. If wastes will be discharged into a publicly owned treatment facility, identify the facility, describe any 

pretreatment provisions and discuss the facility's ability to handle the volume and composition of wastes, 

identifying any improvements necessary. Not applicable. 

d. If the project requires disposal of liquid animal manure, describe disposal technique and location and 

discuss capacity to handle the volume and composition of manure. Identify any improvements necessary. 

Describe any required setbacks for land disposal systems. Not applicable. 

 

19. Geologic hazards and soil conditions  

a. Approximate depth (in feet) to ground water and bedrock for each proposed trail segment is provided in 

the following table: 

 
Table 19.1.  Approximate depth to groundwater and bedrock in Northwoods Trail segments. 

 
Proposed Trail Segment Approximate Depth to 

Groundwater in Feet 

(min / avg)* 

Approximate Depth to Bedrock in 

Feet 

(min / avg)** 

Goodland Connector 0 / >6 151 / 200 

Hill City  Connector 0 / 5 251 / 270 

Blind Lake Connector 0 / 5 251 / 270 
 

* Values estimated based on soil survey map unit descriptions. 

** Values estimated based on Minnesota Geological Survey depth to bedrock data (2006). 

 

Describe any of the following geologic site hazards to ground water and also identify them on the site map: 

sinkholes, shallow limestone formations or karst conditions. Describe measures to avoid or minimize 

environmental problems due to any of these hazards.  

There are no such hazards known along the proposed trail segments.  

 

b. Describe the soils on the site, giving NRCS (SCS) classifications, if known. Discuss soil granularity and 

potential for groundwater contamination from wastes or chemicals spread or spilled onto the soils. Discuss any 

mitigation measures to prevent such contamination.  

 

Because this is a 50 mile long (linear) trail project there are a variety of soil types. Soils found along the proposed 

trail segments range from excessively drained mineral soils to very poorly drained organic (wetland) soils. Wetland 

soils (including organic soils) will be avoided whenever possible. It is estimated that about 2% of the total lineal-feet 

of proposed trails cross wetland soil types. Upland soil types prone to compaction/rutting will be ñhardenedò by 

applying granular (gravel/rock) material to the travelling surface. 

 

The only potential for groundwater contamination from this project would be accidental spills of fuel or lubricants 

used for motorized tools during trail construction and maintenance. Only very small quantities of fuel (3-5 gallons) 

would be carried onto the proposed trail segments during construction and maintenance.   
 

20. Solid wastes, hazardous wastes, storage tanks 

a. Describe types, amounts and compositions of solid or hazardous wastes, including solid animal manure, 

sludge and ash, produced during construction and operation. Identify method and location of disposal. For 

projects generating municipal solid waste, indicate if there is a source separation plan; describe how the 

project will be modified for recycling. If hazardous waste is generated, indicate if there is a hazardous waste 

minimization plan and routine hazardous waste reduction assessments. 

 

Signage at access points will encourage a ñpack it in ï pack it outò philosophy. There are canister sites at 

County Roads 596/560 and on 476 south of Highway 2 by Swan River.  These locations accept solid waste and 

recycling, with limited business hours. There are three (2) county campgrounds near access points with trash 
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and recycling receptacles available for trails users. The Itasca County Transfer Station is located 5 miles west of 

Grand Rapids, north on TH#62, approximately 3.6 miles.  The McGregor Transfer & Recycling Center is also 

near the project area. 

 

 

b. Identify any toxic or hazardous materials to be used or present at the site and identify measures to be used 

to prevent them from contaminating groundwater. If the use of toxic or hazardous materials will lead to a 

regulated waste, discharge or emission, discuss any alternatives considered to minimize or eliminate the 

waste, discharge or emission.  No toxic or hazardous materials are associated with the proposed project. 

 

c. Indicate the number, location, size and use of any above or below ground tanks to store petroleum products 

or other materials, except water. Describe any emergency response containment plans.  No storage tanks for 

petroleum, etc. are associated with the proposed project. 

 

21. Traffic.  Parking spaces added, existing spaces (if project involves expansion), estimated total average  

 daily traffic generated, estimated maximum peak hour traffic generated (if known) and time of 

occurrence. 

 

Provide an estimate of the impact on traffic congestion on affected roads and describe any traffic 

improvements necessary. If the project is within the Twin Cities metropolitan area, discuss its impact on the 

regional transportation system.  

 

Ten  (10) existing parking areas currently serve the existing corridor trails (i.e., Soo Line, Rabey Line, Alborn-

Pengilly, Blind Lake).  These parking areas provide about 150 parking spaces for vehicles and trailers.  The 

Northwoods Trail Project will directly access the existing corridor trails and utilize the ten parking areas. Trail 

Ambassador observations in 2010 indicated an average over 41 highway licensed vehicles in designated parking 

areas associated with this project on weekend days (34% occupancy). Ten years in the future, after completion of the 

Northwoods trail, a 100% increase in ATV/OHV trail use is projected.  This results in generation of average daily 

traffic of 82 vehicles. Since these observations were documented on weekends it probably is an overestimate since 

usage is estimated to be 3X higher on weekends versus weekdays. Given the geographic context of the trail system, 

this number of vehicles is expected to result in minor traffic congestion near parking areas on weekend days.  Since 

these are located in towns where speed limits are less than 30mph, the local traffic congestion is expected to be 

insignificant. 

 

Table 21.1.  Total average daily traffic associated with the existing trail system and proposed trail system,  

 

 Existing 

Parking Spaces 

Average Weekend 

Day Occupancy 

Total Average Weekend 

Daily Traffic (Spaces x 

Occupancy) 

Existing ATV/OHV 

Trail System (2010) 

150 27% 41 

Future ATV/OHV 

Trail System (2020) 

150 55% 82 

 

 

22. Vehicle-related air emissions. Estimate the effect of the project's traffic generation on air quality, 

including carbon monoxide levels. Discuss the effect of traffic improvements or other mitigation 

measures on air quality impacts. Note: If the project involves 500 or more parking spaces, consult EAW 

Guidelines about whether a detailed air quality analysis is needed. 

 

Table 22.1.  Average daily (weekend) trail use by ATV/ORVs in the project area from MN Trail Ambassador 

observations made in May-September, 2010 for the trails associated with the Northwoods System. 
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Trail Segment 
Trail Segment Length    

(2010 Miles) 

Ave ATV/day 

weekends (2010) 

Daily Average ATV 

Miles (2010) 

Corridor Trails        

Soo Line Trail South* 23 41 943 

Soo Line Trail North* 48 19 912 

Alborn-Pengilly* 8 24 192 

Rabey Line 19 12 228 

Loop Trails       

Red Top Trail 25 51 1275 

Blind Lake Trail 15 8 120 

Lawler Loop 17 24 408 

Moose River  25 20 500 

total 180 199 4578 

*This is the portion of the segment in the project area. 

 

 

Table 22.2 Federal Exhaust Emissions Standards 

 

Vehicle Type Emission Rate (grams per mile) 

HC CO NOx 

ATVs 1.6 42.9 0.3 

Cars 0.25 3.4 0.4 

Ratio  

ATVs: Cars 

6:1 13:1 1:1 

Sources: EPA420-F-02-038; EPA 400-F-92-014 

 

As a method to develop an indicator of ATV/OHV use associated with existing and future trails, ATV counts on 

local ATV/OHV trails as observed/documented by MN Trail Ambassadors from May-September of 2010 were used. 

Approximately 200 ATVôs per day were observed on these trails (table 22.1) which amounted to approximately 180 

miles of trail. Since these observations were primarily from weekends (Fri-Sat-Sun) the numbers likely overestimate 

overall average daily use. With the completion of trails currently under construction (but not yet open) and trails in 

this project the total trail miles are expected to be around 300 within the next 5-years. By 2020 usage is projected to 

increase by 100%, which would increase the daily numbers to around 400 per day.  

 
On the length of trail expected to exist in 2020 there will be about 9200 ATV/OHV road miles of daily use.  We 

estimate current use to be 4,600 ATV/OHV road miles.  These numbers may overestimate the actual road miles 

traveled by ATV/OHVs in the project area because they are extrapolated from weekend use numbers and assume the 

same level of use for all trails in the system.  Instead, the same rider may use two different trail segments on 

subsequent days.  Emissions from ATV/OHVs are known to be higher than automobiles, but estimates of 

equivalence range are variable and, in addition, newer ATV/OHVs have significantly lower emissions due to better 

engine design.  We assume an emissions level of 10 times (see table 22.2) that of a car or truck for an equivalent 



11/1/2010 

 

Northwoods Regional ATV/OHM trail - EAW 

  Page 17 of 51 

 

distance traveled by ATV/OHV.  With this assumption, the potential emissions from ATV/OHVs would be up to an 

equivalent of 46,000 automobile miles in 2010 and 92,000 automobile miles in 2020. 
  
By contrast, there were 735,681 road miles from all vehicles on Aitkin County roads on an average day in 2007.  

The additional traffic on Itasca County roads located within the project area is likely 200,000-300,000 daily vehicle 

road miles.  Thus the project area experiences approximately 1,000,000 daily road miles from all vehicles.  By this 

estimation method, on any single day the use of the existing trail system may represent about 4% of the daily 

emissions of all vehicles on roads and 10% of daily road vehicle emissions by 2020, assuming no increase in car and 

truck traffic, which is not likely. 

  

In the 2,800 square miles of the project area, the current level of road miles traveled does not result in air quality 

problems.  The ATV/OHV emissions are currently insignificant.  The project area is sufficiently large, and the level 

of air quality very good presently, such that we expect that the increased emissions due to a doubling of ATV/OHV 

traffic in 2020 is likely to be assimilated by mixing with the air at ground level. 
 

23. Stationary source air emissions.   No stationary source of air emissions will result from this project. 

 

24. Odors, noise and dust. Will the project generate odors, noise or dust during construction or during 

operation?  _x_Yes   __No 

If yes, describe sources, characteristics, duration, quantities or intensity and any proposed measures to 

mitigate adverse impacts. Also identify locations of nearby sensitive receptors and estimate impacts on 

them. Discuss potential impacts on human health or quality of life. (Note: fugitive dust generated by 

operations may be discussed at item 23 instead of here.)  

 

It is anticipated that the ATV/OHV trail users will produce dust during dry weather conditions. Although most of the 

trail system is in remote areas, certain sections of the proposed trails or other trails associated with the project (i.e. 

Soo Line Trail) that are located near residences or other potential human impact areas will be identified and dust 

control measures will be implemented (e.g., spreading calcium chloride on trail surface) with consideration of 

alternatives in areas where there is the potential for water resource impacts.  Since these trail segments are in remote 

areas noise impacts to humans should be minor.  A March 2008 survey of residents within a 3-mile radius of the Red 

Top ATV trail in southern Aitkin County indicated the vast majority of respondents felt trail noise was tolerable.  

After construction of Northwoods trail segments, noise levels on the trail system will be monitored in cooperation 

with MNDNR using a "Sound Level Meter.ò  Noise impacts to wildlife are discussed in Item 11. 

 

25. Nearby resources. Are any of the following resources on or in proximity to the site? 

 Archaeological, historical or architectural resources?  __Yes   _x_No 

 Prime or unique farmlands or land within an agricultural preserve?  __Yes   _x_No 

 Designated parks, recreation areas or trails?  _x_Yes   __No 

 Scenic views and vistas?  __Yes   _x_No 

  Other unique resources?  __Yes   _x_No 

If yes, describe the resource and identify any project-related impacts on the resource. Describe any 

measures to minimize or avoid adverse impacts.  

 

The project is in close proximity to a number of existing motorized recreation trails, including the Soo Line Trails 

(north & south), the Rabey Line Trail, and the Alborn Trail. The project is compatible with these trails and should 

enhance their recreational value.  There are no state or county parks or recreation areas in proximity to the proposed 

trails.  The Mississippi Headwaters corridor is managed by the Mississippi Headwaters Board (MHB) with specific 

standards relative to trail development.  Trails in the proposed project are not in the area managed by the MHB. 

 

26. Visual impacts. Will the project create adverse visual impacts during construction or operation? Such as 

glare from intense lights, lights visible in wilderness areas and large visible plumes from cooling towers 

or exhaust stacks?  __Yes   _x_No 

 If yes, explain. 

 

There will be no significant adverse visual impacts from ATV/ORV use of the trails. The Red Top trail landowner 
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survey indicated that 81% of ATV trail usage was from sunrise to sunset.  Since the plurality of ATV trail riding 

occurs in daylight hours, glare from lights should not be a major concern. 

 

27. Compatibility with plans and land use regulations. Is the project subject to an adopted local 

comprehensive plan, land use plan or regulation, or other applicable land use, water, or resource 

management plan of a local, regional, state or federal agency? 

_x_Yes   __No.  If yes, describe the plan, discuss its compatibility with the project and explain how any 

conflicts will be resolved. If no, explain.  

This project is compatible with comprehensive land-use plans for Itasca and Aitkin Counties.  Once the project is 

completed it will be part of the Minnesota Grant-in-Aid trail system and be subject to the associated rules. 

The following are applicable excerpts from each countyôs comprehensive land-use plan: 

Itasca County Comprehensive Land-Use Plan 

Section VI - Recreation 

A. Diversity Objective - Maintain a diversity of recreational opportunities. 

3. Designate areas - Designate separate areas for passive and active recreation, including areas for motorized 

recreation. Officially designate site borders, trails, and recreational facilities through County Board Action to protect 

sites from unplanned activities. 

 

D. Trail System Objective - Develop an integrated county-wide recreational trail system that connects residential 

areas, commercial areas, job centers and natural areas. 

1. Connection opportunities, public lands - Review the parks and recreation plans of the County, cities, US Forest 

Service, DNR and commercial forest land for opportunities for connections. 

 

Aitkin County Comprehensive Land-Use Plan 

Trails ï Goal 

Promote the development and maintenance of a system of trails for diverse types of outdoor recreation where 

potential for use is high.  

Trails ï Environment Facts/Concerns  

Trails that are properly located, designed and constructed have little impact on water quality and other 

environmental indicators.  

There is a large and unsatisfied demand for designated off-highway motorized vehicle trails.  

Trails ï Environment Recommendations 

Locate and design all trails with design assistance from the County Land Commissioner and County Engineer, and 

utilize the technical assistance available from the Department of Natural Resources Trails and Waterways Section.  

Continue cooperation with the Department of Natural Resources in planning an off-road motorized trail system 

which focuses on state land and adjacent County and volunteered private forest production lands.  

Allow private concessions to operate OHV areas on private land.  

28. Impact on infrastructure and public services. Will new or expanded utilities, roads, other infrastructure 

or public services be required to serve the project?  __Yes   _x_No.  If yes, describe the new or additional 

infrastructure or services needed. (Note: any infrastructure that is a connected action with respect to the 
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project must be assessed in the EAW; see EAW Guidelines for details.)  Not applicable. 

 

29.  Cumulative impacts.  Minnesota Rule part 4410.1700, subpart 7, item B requires that the RGU consider 

the "cumulative potential effects of related or anticipated future projects" when determining the need for 

an environmental impact statement. Identify any past, present or reasonably foreseeable future projects 

that may interact with the project described in this EAW in such a way as to cause cumulative impacts. 

Describe the nature of the cumulative impacts and summarize any other available information relevant 

to determining whether there is potential for significant environmental effects due to cumulative impacts 

(or discuss each cumulative impact under appropriate item(s) elsewhere on this form). 
 

Cumulative impacts for this project include all past, present, and reasonably foreseeable related projects in Aitkin 

and southern Itasca County where the trail system and the new segments are located.  In the next two years the UPM 

Trail and Phase 1of the Northwoods ATV/OHV Trail Project will be completed.  This project will add an additional 

50.0 miles of ATV/OHV trail by 2013. Most of the anticipated future trail projects will traverse existing trails and 

logging roads. 

 

A.  Fish, wildlife and ecologically sensitive resources 

 

Historically and currently, the project is in a forested landscape.  Non-forested land is primarily wetlands, 

agricultural lands, and developed areas.  Opening the forest canopy fragments the forest and produces edge effects in 

adjacent forests.  Edge effects to wildlife habitat include increased predation and colonization by invasive species.  

Edge effects penetrate different distances into forests.  Edge effects mostly occur within ¼ mile of the forest edge, 

including the effect of noise and visual disturbance on territorial forest birds.  Edge effects are not significant when 

the forest canopy closes due to the natural growth of trees, such as occurs over a foot trail or an unused forest road.  

It is expected that the ATV/OHV trails in the proposed project will preserve a closed canopy if one exists on a forest 

road used for logging, or will develop a closed canopy if it does not currently exist.  The understory will remain 

open and subject to the issues described in Item 11 of this document. 

 

The proposed project is not expected to increase regional habitat fragmentation in the next five years.  This is due to 

the closure of > 700 miles of forest roads/trails currently open to recreational ATV/OHV use on county and state 

land.  Very few new public road miles will be constructed and very few additional forest roads/trails will be opened 

to ATV/OHV use in the project area in the same period.  By 2015, designated public ATV/OHV trails will increase 

from 142 to 327 miles.  However, the net effect of these changes is anticipated to be a 15% reduction in linear 

motorized corridors in the project area. 

 

B.  Physical impacts to water resources and wetlands 

 

It is expected that the same approach to trail alignment and construction methods will take place on future trails.  

Wetland avoidance and minimization of impacts will continue to be practiced in trail design, and construction plans.  

The same county and state staff will be involved in future trail projects.  Phase 1 trails, totaling approximately 60 

miles when completed, will impact approximately 4-5 acres of wetlands in the worst case, but more likely will 

impact fewer acres due to trail design and construction methods that minimize impacts.  Thus it can be expected that 

Northwoods phase 2 trails and the UPM Trail, totaling over 65 miles, will affect a similar amount of wetlands,. 

 

The impacts will be mitigated by purchase of wetland credits from county road banks or another existing bank.   

Stream crossings will be bridged for new trail segments crossing streams, minimizing impacts to streams.  

 

C.  Water quality, surface water runoff 

 

The same construction methods, monitoring and enforcement plans, and management approaches will be used for 

future trails as for trails in the proposed project.  Erosion control will be established during trail construction.  

Frequent monitoring by volunteers and the county land departments will identify eroding areas, rutting, and bare soil 

on the trail surface which threatens adjacent waters.  Management will consist of regrading and seeding to stabilize 

the soil.  Erosion potential will be reduced by targeting trail grades of less than 6%. Soils in the project area are 
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sensitive to rutting and compaction and made worse by wet conditions.  Therefore the season of operation for trails 

will be restricted. 

 

D.  Traffic and vehicle-related air emissions 

 

ATV use on these trails is projected to double by 2020.  This will increase the amount of air emissions by 

ATV/OHVs as a percent of emissions from all motor vehicles to about 10% in an area that has very good air quality 

presently.  The large (2800 sq-mi) project area is assumed to be capable of assimilating this increase. 

 

E.  Odors, noise, and dust 

 

A survey of property owners along the Red Top Loop Trail in southern Aitkin County indicates that within a mile of 

that trail the residents believed that noise from ATV/OHV use of the trail was tolerable.  The response of residents 

along the proposed project and future trails is likely to be similar.  

 

30. Other potential environmental impacts. If the project may cause any adverse environmental impacts not 

addressed by items 1 to 28, identify and discuss them here, along with any proposed mitigation.  Items 1 to 28 

have addressed the potential environmental impacts 

 

31. Summary of issues. Do not complete this section if the EAW is being done for EIS scoping; instead, address 

relevant issues in the draft Scoping Decision document, which must accompany the EAW. List any impacts 

and issues identified above that may require further investigation before the project is begun. Discuss any 

alternatives or mitigative measures that have been or may be considered for these impacts and issues, 

including those that have been or may be ordered as permit conditions. 

 

The project connects three existing recreational trails in an extensive, quality ATV/OHM trail system in Aitkin and 

Itasca Counties, Minnesota. The new designated trail is designed to be environmentally sensitive, economically 

beneficial, and community supported.  A project goal is to reduce natural resource impacts associated with 

unregulated cross-country ATV/OHM travel.   

A 19-member Oversight Committee has been meeting regularly since August 2007 to aid in the development of the 

project.  A website for the project has been established to facilitate public input and information sharing 

(www.northwoodstrail.net).  All committee meetings are open to the public and a Northwoods Phase 2 open house 

was held in August 2010 with about 40 people attending and providing input. A summary of public comments is 

available at the project website.  These comments have helped inform the project design and proposed trail 

alignments. 

 

The proposed trail alignments have been reviewed extensively in the field and revised as needed to minimize 

wetland impacts and to address other potential environmental issues.  The alignments have been revised based upon 

public input and through collaboration between the partnering agencies, including the Itasca County Land 

Department, Aitkin County Land Department, and the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources. 

 

Overall the project includes an estimated 50 miles of trail with 37.5 miles (75%) located on existing trails. There are 

12.5 miles of new trail construction proposed.  

 

The project planning process includes an enforcement plan that designates responsible enforcement parties, 

including the DNR, the county sheriff department, and volunteer ñTrail Ambassadors.ò  The maintenance, 

monitoring and enforcement plan for the trail addresses safety considerations such as intersections, visibility, and 

other concerns. The monitoring plan for the trail includes tracking rider behavior as well as trail maintenance and 

enforcements needs. Trail naming, mile-markers, and signage along the trail will address 911 needs and emergency 

services.  Final trail maps and information available to trail users will include this information. 

 

Funding provided by the legislature and administered by the DNR is currently supporting the planning, designing, 

and building of the trail.  After the trail is completed, user fees and state programs will be used to maintain the trail. 

 

http://www.northwoodstrail.net/
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Appendix A ï Project Location Map  
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Attachment B Project on USGS quad maps (13) 

Segment 1 Blind Lake Connector 
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Segment 2 Blind Lake Connector 
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Segment 3 Blind Lake Connector 
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Segment 4 Blind Lake Connector 
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Segment 5 Blind Lake Connector   
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Segment 1 Hill City Connector  
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Segment 2 Hill City Connector   



11/1/2010 

 

Northwoods Regional ATV/OHM trail - EAW 

  Page 30 of 51 

 

 
 

Segment 3 Hill City Connector   
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Segment 1 Goodland Connector 
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Segment 2 Goodland Connector   



11/1/2010 

 

Northwoods Regional ATV/OHM trail - EAW 

  Page 33 of 51 

 

 
 

Segment 3 Goodland Connector   
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Segment 4 Goodland Connector   




































