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INTRODUCTION

The City of Lake Elmo has a well-established reputation for exceptional parks, recreation, 
and open space intrinsic to the City’s rural landscape. Residents often point to these natural 
amenities as key factors that make the City a desirable place to live, work and recreate. 
Throughout this planning process, residents, stakeholders, Advisory Panel members, and policy 
makers have consistently identified the parks, trails and open space system of the City as the 
single most defining characteristic of Lake Elmo. Whether you are cross-country skiing in 
Sunfish Lake Park, fishing in Lake Elmo, or playing a game of baseball at Lion’s Park, there is 
something for everyone. As a historically rural residential community, the quantity of protected 
parklands, open space, and natural resources for the greater public is a unique quality of the 
community that is not commonly found in a place so close to a major metropolitan area. 
Prioritizing this system as a significant part of the community’s identity—coupled with the 
growing interest and popularity of outdoor recreation and healthy lifestyles—means that the 
City has the opportunity to shape and create a distinct lifestyle for those who choose to live and 
work in Lake Elmo now and for generations to come.

Oftentimes such an expansive network of parks, open space, and natural areas can be 
overwhelming for a community of Lake Elmo’s size to manage and maintain at a high-quality 
standard due to time and expenses often necessary to support such a system. Lake Elmo is 
fortunate to have an attractive regional park that is managed and maintained by Washington 
County, which makes up more than 84% of the protected park lands in the City and serves as 
the core of the City’s outdoor recreation and park offerings. The County currently manages 
2,178.9 acres of natural woodland, meadow, wetlands, lakes, and passive recreational uses in 
Lake Elmo Park Reserve. Approximately 80% of the land inside the regional park is protected 
for natural resource preservation. The remaining land in active use provides a wide range of 
programming through all four seasons, including multiple trail uses, camping, boating, and 
picnicking. Lake Elmo Park Reserve attracts visitors from all over the metro area and obviously 
provides a unique benefit to Lake Elmo’s residents due to its accessibility and contribution to 
the greater Parks, Trails and Open Space (PTOS) network of the community.

In addition to the Regional Park, the City locally maintains a large system of parks and trails 
of varying sizes and uses. As the community grows, park, trail and open space development and 
management will continue to be a top priority for existing and incoming residents to ensure the 
system remains a defining characteristic of the community for future generations. 
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2040 Parks, Trails & Open Space (PTOS) – What’s to Come

 » Lake Elmo enjoys an established legacy and reputation 
for valuing parks and open space as an important part of 
the community.

 » Regional parks and trails will continue to be a significant 
asset for the community.

 » Strategies are outlined for City-wide PTOS planning, the 
addition of new parks and facilities, a connected trail 
system, and natural resource preservation. 

 » A proposed Greenway Network will provide a connected 
framework for future recreation and protected natural areas 
and serve as Resilient Infrastructure for the City.
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Changes from the 2030 Plan

A principle objective of this planning process focused on refining and synthesizing information 
contained within the 2030 Comprehensive Plan and preparing an updated 2040 Plan that 
is more concise, clear, and directive about the City’s goals and objectives for its future. This 
is particularly relevant to the City’s PTOS system, because it is such a significant part of the 
City’s past identity and is planned to continue as a defining attribute into the future. The 
2030 Plan included a Parks Chapter, titled the “Comprehensive Park and Recreation Plan” 
(Parks System Plan) that was independent from the Trails Chapter, titled the “Comprehensive 
Trails Guide Plan (Trail System Plan). Both Chapters were extremely detailed about each 
system and provided specific programming, maintenance, and management inventories 
and recommendations that are more detailed than is necessary in a Comprehensive Plan. 
Furthermore, the Chapters did not work together. Rather, they were structured to detail the 
individual system rather than describe a cohesive Comprehensive Plan for the full PTOS system 
of the community. As such, this Chapter is now intended to function at a higher level of detail 
to more clearly demonstrate the interconnected quality of the PTOS system. The details of each 
system are then provided for within separate supporting System Plans for each of the components. 
For example, the 2030 Parks System Plan will evolve into a an updated Parks System Plan that 
will implement this Chapter of the 2040 Comprehensive Plan, much like an updated Zoning 
Ordinance is part of the implementation of the Future Land Use Plan.
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IMPACT OF A CHANGING COMMUNITY 

As described throughout this Plan, the City is planning for growth in key areas of the 
community through this planning period. This growth is planned primarily in areas that will 
have urban services and is described in the Future Land Use Plan contained in Chapter 3. The 
anticipated land use changes reflect how the community is forecasted to grow and where growth 
is expected. Proposed land use informs demand for future recreation and natural resource needs. 
Planning for the parks, trails and open space within the City should therefore both influence 
and respond to the changing land use patterns. (See Map 3-3. Future Land Use Plan).

The forecasted population in the community is expected to rise to approximately 18,200 people 
by 2040, and that growth is anticipated to include families, young professionals, and seniors 
each with differing demands and needs from the PTOS system. This Chapter provides a guide 
for the future improvements and expansion of the PTOS system based on the planned changes 
as described in Chapters 3 and 4 of this Comprehensive Plan. 

This Chapter—perhaps more than any other—should be a living document, because the types 
of improvements and additions to the PTOS system will be dependent and correlated to the 
development that actually occurs. For example, a new senior apartment complex could be 
constructed in one of the mixed-use areas along I-94, which would create different demands 
on the PTOS system compared to the same property if it were developed with a market-rate 
apartment complex that provides living opportunities for all ages. 

Changing land use and development also impacts the areas of natural open space and potentially 
threatens the quality of the land, habitat, and biodiversity of the community if proper planning 
is not implemented. Identifying areas that benefit most from protection and preservation 
should also influence decisions about land use as these areas contribute to a high-quality well-
connected PTOS system.

PTOS Goal #5.  Explore opportunities 

to improve the quality of degraded, 

but important, natural resources in the 

City (i.e. impaired lakes, streams and 

wetlands). 

 - Chapter 1: Vision, Goals & Strategies
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Recreation, Age and Culture 

A critical component to consider when planning for the future of the PTOS system is the 
City’s socio-economic and demographic trends that will impact the types of improvements and 
acquisitions to the system that will best serve the community for generations to come. A high-
quality PTOS system provides for recreation and enjoyment of the outdoors with facilities and 
activities that appeal to all residents. It is important to offer a diverse mix and to understand 
that some park activities are generally associated with specific age or cultural groups. 

The Housing Chapter and Background Report (Appendix A), describe the City’s current 
demographic and socio-economic trends. Generally, the community has higher percentage 
of families and children than Washington County and the metro area. As the City grows 
and evolves, it will be essential to understand who is moving into the community and what 
the target market of new developments is so that the PTOS system can expand and grow to 
accommodate the needs of future residents.

PTOS Goal #6.  Identify natural areas 

in the community that may warrant 

further investigation of potential 

protection as areas of the community 

develop. 

 - Chapter 1: Vision, Goals & Strategies
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EXISTING PARKS, TRAILS & OPEN SPACE

The City’s existing PTOS system serves a wide range of uses, programs, and purposes. From 
organized sports to casual play, and from passive natural preservation to structured recreational 
activity, the system is a positive resource for residents to participate individually or gather for 
community outdoor experiences. 

All of the parks, trails and open space in the City’s system share a common goal of high-quality 
recreation and stewardship. Individually, each park has its own role related to its location, 
character, size, and setting. Likewise, each trail—whether private or public—plays a role related 
to its purpose and setting. Open space, whether part of a public park or protected as part of 
a conservation easement, also contributes to the system by protecting natural resources and 
viewsheds. Together, the PTOS system should be well-rounded and diverse with the experiences 
it provides its citizens and users. The current inventory of the PTOS provides a good base for 
which the City can build on with guidance provided in Chapter 1: Vision, Goals & Strategies. 

Map 6-1 illustrates the existing parks and open space in Lake Elmo. An inventory of facilities in 
the Parks system can also be found at the end of this Chapter. 

The Parks, Trails and Open Space System in Lake Elmo comprises a variety of land with 
different typologies, uses, jurisdictions, and management. These include state-managed 
recreational resources, popular regional parks, and locally-managed city parks. The collection 
of these lands as a whole contributes to the overall effect and quality of outdoor natural and 
recreational resources available to residents. The typologies of the various lands that contribute 
to the PTOS system in Lake Elmo are described in more detail to follow. 

PTOS Goal #1.  Enhance existing 

natural resources, open space and 

trails to make a more complete system.
  

 - Chapter 1: Vision, Goals & Strategies
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Map 6-1. Existing Lake Elmo Parks and Open Space
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Park & Open Space Typologies

A classification system identifying the types of parks that make up the PTOS system is a 
valuable planning tool. Such a system provides the common language needed to describe and 
differentiate park lands and the variety of purposes each serves. Standards for parks and open 
space were originally established in the 2020 Comprehensive Plan and refined based on the 
classification system established by the National Recreation and Park Association (NRPA). In 
the 2030 Comprehensive Plan, standards were further refined and developed within the parks 
system as a starting point for identifying general park development of varying types. Now, 
in the 2040 Plan, the standards are again updated to address a more comprehensive system 
regardless of ownership, since ownership does not necessarily correlate to the benefits each 
component brings to the system.

The Lake Elmo Parks System comprises these park typologies: 

• Regional Park – park of regional significance offering outdoor recreation to the 
metropolitan area

• Community Park and Facilities (including Special Use and Sports Complex) – 
parks offering more significant or unique uses that benefit all City residents

• Neighborhood and Pocket Parks – smaller parks offering more common and 
highly-used facilities to immediate area residents 

• Natural Resource Protection Areas – natural landscape recognized or designated 
to have unique ecological features and areas for stormwater management

• Greenway Corridors (Trails and Natural Corridors) – network of parks, 
trails and open space that connect recreational and protected natural areas in a 
contiguous system

• Conservation Areas (Private Easements) – privately protected natural areas that 
may include public and private trails, may include protected viewsheds, offer 
natural resource protection including 
wildlife corridors and are generally a 
part of a home-owner’s association PTOS Goal #3. Endorse and maintain 

the protected public open space and 

natural areas throughout the City.
  

 - Chapter 1: Vision, Goals & Strategies
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Map 6-2. Existing Parks and Open Space Typologies
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REGIONAL PARKS & TRAILS 

Context of Lake Elmo Park Reserve

The City of Lake Elmo benefits from the location of the Lake Elmo Park Reserve in the center 
of the community on the western shore of Lake Elmo. The Park Reserve is recognized as one 
of the 62 regional parks, preserves, and special recreation areas that make up the regional park 
system in the Twin Cities area. It is managed by Washington County and has a current total of 
2,178.9 acres (3.5 square miles) within its borders. The majority of the land (nearly 80%) is 
currently set aside for preservation and protection with the intention of eventually returning 
to its pre-settlement conditions. The Park Reserve offers gently rolling hills with a variety of 
landscape types and water features. In addition to active recreation and programming, it is a 
popular place to passively view wildlife and experience nature. 

In a 2008 survey conducted by Washington County, Lake Elmo Park Reserve was identified 
as the most visited park in the County. While the regional park is not managed by the City 
of Lake Elmo, its location makes it essential to collaborate with Washington County and the 
Metropolitan Council to protect the Park Reserve’s setting, access, and context uses from 
negatively impacting the quality and use of the park. Lake Elmo Park Reserve is a valuable 
resource to the local community offering amenities other parks in the area do not. With 
collaborative planning, the City benefits from the ability to offer other diverse and more 
locally-centered activities and facilities to residents at local parks. 

Recreation, Programs and Amenities

Lake Elmo Park Reserve offers a range of recreation and activities throughout the four seasons. 
Many of the summer activities center around water use. A public boat launch and canoe access 
provide access boating use of the lakes. A fishing pier provides good access to fishing even 
without a boat. Swimming can be found both lakeside at the beach and also at the sand bottom 
chlorinated swim pond.

A diverse offering of trails also allows visitors to experience the landscape by hiking, walking, 
biking, skiing, and horseback riding. Other recreation can be organized around the play 
structures, pavilions, and archery range. On the education side, nature programs take visitors 
further into the park to explore and learn from the natural environment.

The Park Reserve also hosts several facilities for gathering and events. The Nordic Center is 
an ideal location for social events, business meetings, and weddings and has all the necessary 
amenities for a successful event. 
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Camping is another popular activity in the park and opportunity for gathering family and 
friends in the summer months. There is both a modern campground with electricity and 
water facilities as well as a rustic campground to experience. The natural setting and beautiful 
landscape surrounding the campgrounds contribute to a direct connection with nature for 
visitors to enjoy and easily access the nearby activities in the Park Reserve. 

Lake Elmo Park Reserve serves the City with a large county park attracting visitors from 
throughout the metro area. It also serves as a central hub for outdoor recreation and open space 
for the local parks and trails system. Maintaining the existing trails and adding new connections 
to the regional park with local trails was a commonly-voiced priority during the planning 
process for this Plan. Local park planning should also reflect the features and activities the 
regional park programming already provides so that local parks provide a diversity in offerings. 
Where there are opportunities to collaborate on programming, management efforts, or joint 
funding, the City should pursue an approach that embraces the regional park as an integrated 
piece of the community parks and trails system. 

Source: Washington County
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2040 Regional Parks Policy Plan & Lake Elmo Park Reserve

Current access to the Park Reserve by car is only from the south on Keats Avenue. One entrance 
allows for the Park Reserve to control access and reduces the need for road development through 
pristine park land. However, access on foot or by bicycle is largely desired by the community, 
especially from the north or west sides of the park. The 2040 Regional Parks Policy Plan states an 
objective to increase multi-modal access to its regional parks system with improved connections 
to the parks and within park property. Improved multi-modal access will also strengthen equitable 
usage of regional parks and trails—another objective in the Metropolitan Council’s policy. 

The last detailed Washington County Development Plan was completed for the Lake Elmo 
Park Reserve in 2008 and identified a total of 38 acres of land for future acquisition for the 
Park Reserve. In 2015, the County acquired 18 of the 38 additional acres and amended the 
boundary of the Park Reserve in accordance with the 2030 Regional Parks Policy Plan. The 
new land is located near the main park entrance on the south side of the reserve and brought 

Source: Washington County Comprehensive Plan – A Policy Guide to 2030, Parks and Open Spaces

Map 6-4. Lake Elmo Park Reserve Development Plan, 2030
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park ownership adjacent to 10th Street on both sides of Keats Avenue. Future acquisition is not 
urgent and capital improvements to the park are primarily identified within existing recreational 
use areas, including trail development and expansions of camping and picnicking facilities. Map 
6-4 shows the Development Plan for the Park Reserve. 

The Development Plan indicates a proposal for an underpass on the north side of the Park 
Reserve under Highway 5 and the adjacent rail line to connect with City trails and the Gateway 
State Trail. Other proposed trail connections include one to the northeast around the north side 
of Lake Elmo toward the Village, and to the west at Inwood Avenue. These proposals support 
the Metropolitan Council’s 2040 Regional Park Policy Plan by increasing multi-modal access to 
regional parks. These connections would also promote a connected City-wide trail system for 
local users.

Regional Park Trails

Central Greenway Regional Trail Search Corridor 

The Lake Elmo segment of the future Central Greenway Regional trail is planned to extend 
from I-94 on the south to Highway 36 on the north. The proposed trail fills a gap in the 
regional trail network and is identified within the regional trail search corridor. When 
completed, the trail corridor will provide users with an off-road, independent trail alignment 
connecting to Lake Elmo Park Reserve and other local and regional destinations that will be 
identified as part of the trail planning process. Map 6-9 illustrates the search corridor for the 
Central Greenway Regional Trail. 

The regional trail search corridor travels through May Township, Grant, Stillwater Township, 
Stillwater, Lake Elmo, Woodbury, and Cottage Grove and will eventually connect Big Marine 
Park Reserve, Browns Creek State Trail, Lake Elmo Park Reserve, Afton Bluffs Regional Trail 
Search Corridor, Prairie View Regional Trail Search Corridor, and Mississippi River Regional 
Trail Search Corridor. Washington County is leading the planning process to determine the 
alignment of the regional trail, and the alignment will be established through the work of 
the County and a Technical Advisory Committee. The future of this trail will provide better 
connections to the Lake Elmo Park Reserve and will also offer additional mode choice to users. 

Another long-distance trail serving regional users is the Gateway State Trail which extends from 
Saint Paul to Stillwater cutting through the northwest portion of Lake Elmo. More information 
about this trail can be found in the Federal and State Lands section to follow. 
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LOCAL PARKS & TRAILS

The City of Lake Elmo currently has 22 city Parks each meeting a variety of needs and demands. 
Some of the designated park areas have not yet been developed since they are associated with 
new neighborhoods that are still being planned or under construction. (However, the land has 
been dedicated and is considered part of the system.) The largest of the city parks is Sunfish 
Lake Park that provides residents with passive and active recreational opportunities and serves 
as a favorite place for residents to hike, bike, and cross-country ski. Other parks, such as Lion’s 
Park, provide ballfields and other active recreational facilities for the community. The overall 
local park system serves organized sports, casual play, hiking, cross-country skiing, horseback 
riding, picnicking, relaxation, nature appreciation, and a variety of other outdoor activities. 
While all parks share the common purpose of providing quality recreation facilities and open 
space, each park is unique in terms of its history, setting, character and use.

Local Park Planning Standards 

Current planning practices in Lake Elmo use a set of standards for park planning that focus 
on the purpose of the park, service area and location, size, level of service, key facilities, and 
a facilities menu that offers a range of recreation facility options. Natural Resource Areas and 
Regional Park types have additional policies to address considerations unique to these parks.

• Purpose - Each type of park within the system has a unique purpose. The purpose 
defines the needs that the park is intended to meet and its defining characteristics.

• Service Area and Location - “Service area” is a measurement of the area within 
Lake Elmo that is expected to receive the primary benefits of a park.

• Size - A minimum area (in acres) is a standard to allow adequate room for the 
facilities and open space that make up a park. Size standards are based upon an 
evaluation of Lake Elmo’s existing parks and on NRPA guidance.

• Level-of-Service - “Level-of-service” standards are ratios that describe adequate 
park facilities for a community. For park types, the ratio is expressed as the 
number of park acres per 1,000 persons. Park planning practices regarding level-
of-service have shifted recently. Since the 1930s, the NRPA had published national 
level-of-service standards, most recently in 1983. In 1996, the NRPA changed this 
practice and published guidance for local communities to develop level-of-service 
standards that reflect local interests, needs, and realities.
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The existing local park system was developed based on these standards and future expansion, 
and additions are anticipated to consider the same principles when determining location and 
programming of new facilities. Detail regarding each of the parks can be found in the Lake 
Elmo Parks System Plan, which will be regularly updated to consider new park dedications 
associated with development within this planning period.

Community Parks & Facilities

At the time this Plan was developed, the Community Parks and facilities in Lake Elmo include 
the following venues:

Sunfish Lake Park is considered by many to be the crown jewel of the Lake Elmo park system 
– an important symbol of the quiet rural character of Lake Elmo. The park holds a special place 
in the history of the community as the site of the first European settlement in the area and 
location of the first assembly meeting that established the township that became the City of 
Lake Elmo today. 

The park is a 284-acre natural area that is recognized by the Department of Natural Resources 
as a Regionally Significant Ecological Area.” Depending on the season, woodland, wetland, and 
prairie plant communities can be enjoyed by skiing or walking the network of approximately nine 
miles of mowed and groomed trails. Recent improvements to the park include a 17-acre prairie 
restoration project on the south side of the park, and the newly constructed Sally Manzara 
Interpretive Nature Center. The mix of native wildflower and grass species used on the project was 
based on the plant community that is believed to have been present in this area prior to European 
settlement. The park is home to a wealth of wildlife and provides one of the best opportunities for 
bird watching in the seven-county metro area. Birds identified in recent years include 13 species 
that have been identified by the Minnesota DNR as being in “Greatest Conservation Need”, 
meaning populations in Minnesota are rare, declining or vulnerable. 

DeMontreville Wildlife Area is home to 24 acres of park land, lakes, ponds and walking trails. 
DeMontreville Wildlife Park is one of the most heavily used parks, for its abundant natural 
space and access to the Gateway Trail. The park also has a portable restroom on site.

VFW Park is located in the Old Village, at 3675 Layton Avenue. The park has a lighted baseball 
field and, along with Lions Park, is the home to the annual Huff ‘n Puff softball competition. 
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Neighborhood & Pocket Parks
In addition to the City’s community and special use parks, the City maintains and manages 
an extensive neighborhood park system. Lake Elmo currently has 19 parks managed as 
neighborhood and pocket parks within the local park system. These parks provide passive and 
active recreation focused for more nearby residents to enjoy. 

Some of the City’s neighborhood park areas are in development since they have only recently 
become a part of the system through the development and platting process. Additionally, new 
neighborhood park areas are likely to be added as development of new housing continues 
through this planning process particularly within the Village Planning Area and the South 
Planning Area. 

It is the mission of the City to provide high-quality recreation facilities and open space at all of 
these parks, and each park is unique in its setting and character. Given the extensive park system 
already in place, the City recognizes the importance of properly matching park programming 
with available maintenance and management costs and expenditures. To support its goals, the 
City will prepare an update to its Park System Plan to respond to current park demands and 
plan for maintenance and management responsibilities that maintain the high-quality of the 
system for generations to come.

PTOS Goal #4. Protect and strengthen 
existing park facilities and program uses 
according to demands of residents that 
use the facilities, and plan for appropriate 
programming and facilities in new 
neighborhoods. 

                  - Chapter 1: Vision, Goals & Strategies
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Trail Classifications
In 2005 the City prepared a detailed Trail System Plan that included a classification system for 
existing and future trails throughout the City. The Trail Classifications identified location and 
type of trail and were intended to communicate purpose to the user. This 2040 Plan provides 
further refinement of the trail classification system to provide a more comprehensive inventory 
to assist with planning of the system moving forward and integrated with parks and open space.

The Lake Elmo Trail System Plan comprises the following trail classifications:

• On-road – this trail is often referred to as a “route” rather than a trail and may 
include shoulder striping to designate the travel area available for pedestrians or 
bikers. It is generally found on major thoroughfares such as County Roads; no 
special improvements have been made beyond an improved shoulder. 

• Off-road, grade separated dedicated trail – this trail is ideally a 10-foot-wide 
paved trail for multi-purpose uses to eliminate conflicts with vehicles by being 
located in a separate corridor adjacent to the roadways. It should be continuous 
and accommodate marked crossings at intersections. 

• Natural trail – this trail is typically unpaved and may be surfaced with aggregate, 
compacted earth, or mowed grass. It is intended for walking use and exposure to 
the natural surroundings. 

• Neighborhood trail – this trail can be paved and unpaved and is separate 
from roadways. It connects residents within a neighborhood to each other and 
neighborhood destinations (such as a playground) and ideally links to other 
community or regional trails. 

On-Road Trail Road-Separated Trail Nature Trail Neighborhood Trail
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Local & City Trails

The City’s current trail system is dominated primarily by on-road designated shoulders areas 
rather than grade-separated or shoulder-separated off-road trails. A fairly extensive network of 
private and public neighborhood trails are also present throughout the community. As the City’s 
growth areas develop, renewed interest in making a more complete off-road system has been 
identified, and recent developments have required at least for the dedication of easement area in 
which a trail can be located.

On-Street Shoulder Trail/Bike Route

The following roads have been identified as having on-street bike routes:

• Hudson Road (I-94 frontage road)
• 10th Street N
• Inwood Avenue N (South of CSAH 6)
• Lake Elmo Avenue N 
• Manning Avenue
• CSAH 14

Neighborhood Trails

The following neighborhoods have an internal trail system, some privately managed and some 
that are available for public use:

• Fields of St. Croix
• Stonegate
• Inwood
• Hamlet on Sunfish Lake
• Easton Village
• Heritage Park
• St. Croix’s Sanctuary
• Discover Crossing
• Tapestry
• Wildflower
• Whistling Valley
• Hunters Crossing
• Savona

PTOS Goal #2.  Strengthen the existing 

trail network in the City and provide 

increased public connections and 

accessibility including pedestrian and 

bikeway connections.
  

 - Chapter 1: Vision, Goals & Strategies
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Federal & State Parks and Trails

There are no federal or state parks located in the City of Lake Elmo.

Gateway State Trail

Utilizing a converted rail line, the Gateway State Trail comprises 18 miles of paved trail for 
non-motorized use. It extends from the west in the City of Saint Paul and travels northeast 
toward Stillwater. It passes through the northwest portion of Lake Elmo as it stretches through 
Washington County, ending its journey at Pine Point Regional Park just four miles northwest of 
the City of Stillwater. It is generally level and wheelchair accessible.

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources is responsible for the management of the 
Gateway State Trail and land management of its immediate corridor. The City of Lake Elmo 
may benefit from coordination of trail links to the State Trail in order to bolster trail use and 
visits in and out of the community. 

Map 6-6. Gateway State Trail Map

Source: Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
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FUTURE PARKS, TRAILS & OPEN SPACE PLAN

This section was prepared as an update to the Parks and Trail Chapters contained in the 2030 
Comprehensive Plan. While some things have changed in the past decade, many of the previous 
planning period’s efforts to identify where growth would occur have remained consistent. The 
2008 Parks System Plan and the 2005 Trail System Plan—both of which were contained in the 
2030 Plan—were complete thorough plans prepared according to industry standards. Therefore, 
this Plan for the future parks and trails is intended to provide an overview of the updates 
needed to these existing individual system plans and to further support the City’s objectives 
toward developing a complete integrated system. This Chapter also provides direction to areas 
that should be studied and included for additional refinement when preparing an updates to the 
individual system plans. 

Parks Plan

The 2008 Parks System Plan recommended adding to the local parks system thirteen (13) 
neighborhood parks, one community park, up to two community sports complexes, two special 
use parks, and a greenway corridor. Since the adoption of the 2008 Park System Plan, several 
developments in the areas planned for growth are in some state of development and several have 
included the development of neighborhood and pocket parks. For example, new neighborhoods 
such as Inwood, Savona, and Wildflower have all been required to incorporate a neighborhood 
or pocket park as part of its development fulfilling the requirements of the Parks System Plan. 

The recommendations contained within the Parks System Plan were created from a synthesis 
of the park system principles, demographic analysis, existing and planned land use patterns, 
existing and proposed trails, park service areas, level-of-service (LOS) guidelines, and natural 
resources data. The analysis performed in the previous plan assumed the ultimate growth and 
development of the City similar to what is currently planned for, and therefore this Plan does 
not attempt to comprehensively re-do the study. Instead it is intended to provide some direction 
to the update of the Parks System Plan, which is a recommended implementation step of this 
2040 Comprehensive Plan.

Neighborhood and Pocket Parks 

The goals and strategies identified within this planning process recommend that new 
neighborhoods be provided access to parks, trails and open spaces. Neighborhood and pocket 
parks are an important component of the system, particularly in the planned growth areas where 
more households and smaller lot sizes will develop over this planning period. The City’s Parks 
System Plan identified several search areas to locate new neighborhood parks, and that map has 
been updated as shown on Map 6-7 to reflect some of the changes that have occurred since the 
Park System Plan was adopted. 
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Moving forward, the City will continue to use the guidelines within the Parks System Plan to 
properly identify and locate new neighborhood and pocket parks and will continue to refine the 
needs of new neighborhoods and residents within the updated Parks System Plan. In addition to 
identification of needed land, the City should consider specific programming and park planning 
that incorporates the Americans with Desabilities Act (ADA) accessibility in planning, and adactive 
playground equipment.  This is particularly important at the neighborhood level and within pocket 
park areas to provide accessible recreational opportunities to all of Lake Elmo’s residents.

Community Park Search Areas

The 2008 Parks System Plan identified the need to create one Community Park and that it should 
be located at the heart of the City to serve as a community gathering place and landmark. This 
Chapter supports this objective but broadens the search area to the entire Village Planning Area to 
more appropriately respond to current development trends. The objective for this park would be to 
serve as an important gathering place for the entire community and specific programming tailored 
to meet the needs of the growing community. The planned park should consider approximately 
10-15 acres in the Village Planning Area and provide ample opportunity and access to both passive 
and active recreational space. When developed, the park should also serve as a place for City 
celebrations, ice cream socials, a farmer’s market, and other activities that will bring the people of 
Lake Elmo together. 

Special Use Parks

The 2008 Parks System Plan identified the need for two Special Use parks—one to provide 
access to Lake Elmo Park Reserve and the other to be located near a future City Hall as a civic 
square. While this Chapter acknowledges that the City Hall site is under study, it is unknown 
if it will relocate or stay in generally the same area where it is currently located. Given the 
ambiguity, only a search area related to the lake access is provided. It should be noted, however, 
that if redevelopment or development of a new City Hall occurs, a civic square or plaza should 
be considered as part of the development.

Any planned development within Regional Parks, Park Reserves and/or Special Recreation 
Features requires guidance by and inclusion within a Metropolitan Council-approved master 
plan. The existing 2006 Master Plan for Lake Elmo Park Reserve does not indicate any 
future development in the area shown on Map 6-7 as a “Special Use” Search Area. Any future 
development not currently outlined in the Lake Elmo Park Reserve Master Plan will require an 
amendment to the master plan and subsequent approval by the Metropolitan Council.

Community Sports Complex Search Areas

This Chapter reinforces and supports the recommendation of the 2008 Parks System Plan 
which identified potential demand for the construction of one or perhaps two community 
sports complexes based on anticipated population growth. The Parks System Plan identifies a 
very small search area for the location of a community sports complex which seems somewhat 
unrealistic given current development trends. As such, Map 6-7 broadens this search area 
to include the entire Village Planning Area since opportunities to site a Community Sports 
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Map 6-7. Search Areas for New Parks and Facilities
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Complex may occur outside of the small geographic area to better capitalize on existing 
infrastructure, such as roadways, and availability of land as development progresses. A second 
sports complex location may be identified in the future if it is determined there is a need.

Trail Plan

Throughout this planning process, residents, stakeholders, and Advisory Panel members 
expressed desire to focus on trail system improvements throughout the community. Repeatedly, 
it was communicated that there are wonderful walking trails internal to neighborhoods, but the 
City trail system feels disconnected and, in many places, unsafe.

This Chapter does not attempt to specify details such as the side of the road a trail or sidewalk 
should be located or define the required types of improvements, but it does further expand the 
recommendations from those contained within the 2005 Trail System Plan to reflect changes 
in the City’s land uses and development patterns since the Trail System Plan was adopted. 
Similar to the 2008 Parks System Plan, the City should update its 2005 Trail System Plan as a 
part of the implementation of this 2040 Comprehensive Plan for consistency and to provide an 
additional level of refinement to the City’s objective of creating a connected trail system within 
the community.

For purposes of the Future Trail Plan shown in Map 6-8, the following recommendations 
regarding the trails are provided:

Safe Trails and Routes

To create a connected network of Parks, Trails, and Open Space, the City will focus on creating 
safe trails and/or routes on key north-south and east-west road corridors. Many, though 
not all, of these corridors are Washington County roadways, and the City will need to work 
collaboratively with the County to bring these plans to fruition. Through this planning process, 
many residents indicated that they do not feel safe walking or biking between neighborhoods, 
but for example, would like the opportunity to bike to the Lake Elmo Park Reserve. While the 
City understands some of the improvements identified are likely out of its control, the intent 
is to demonstrate to future developers and agency partners that the City supports the creation 
of road-separated trails that connect through the City and to the greater region. A couple of 
the most important connections affecting the County Road system identified in this planning 
process include:

• Trail or route on CSAH 14 with access for pedestrians and bikers into the Lake 
Elmo Park Reserve Trail System

• Trail or route along CSAH 10 (10th Street North)

• Trail or route full length of Manning Avenue North

• Trail or route the full length of CSAH 17 (Lake Elmo Avenue North)
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Map 6-8. Future Trail Plan 
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On local streets, residents identified the following trail and intersection improvements that 
would benefit the system:

• East-west connection through the northern quarter of the community to provide 
access to the Gateway State Trail; this could be provided on local roadways with 
proper signage, and other cost-effective improvements

• Better pedestrian access between developing neighborhoods on the north side of 
CSAH 14 and the Old Village, including safer access and intersection crossing

Neighborhood Trails

Generally, feedback solicited through this process encouraged the City to plan for neighborhood 
trails in developing areas that are open to public use. While it is understood that many 
of the existing neighborhood trials are private, moving forward there is a desire to create 
neighborhood trails that provide connections between neighborhoods and to the greater region. 
At a minimum, trails located along public local roadways should be public and they should be 
planned to connect with adjacent neighborhoods. Specific recommendations include:

• An off-road trail should be developed in conjunction with the new east-west 
parkway through the South Planning Area.

• An off-road trail or sidewalk should be developed in conjunction with the new 
Village Parkway through the Village Planning Area.

Trail/Route Improvements (Local and Regional)

In addition to key segments and areas that could complete the system and provide improved 
connectivity, the other most desired improvement was better wayfinding and communication 
to users about the System. As a part of the City’s future efforts to improve the trail system, a 
wayfinding and communication package should be developed to encourage use of the system. 
If proper and uniform wayfinding system is implemented, pedestrians, bicyclists, and motorists 
will all understand the system more completely providing a safer and more connected system. 

Further description and planning for these systems are also contained in Chapter 7: 
Transportation which identifies the Regional Bicycle Transportation Network (RBTN) as a 
system providing mode options to residents and the greater region. In many cases, the RBTN 
will also help to complete the system, and provide access to the local and regional park system 
within the community, providing a variety of mode choice and options to the City’s residents 

and workers.
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PTOS AS A GREEN NETWORK & RESILIENT INFRASTRUCTURE 

During the development of this Plan, input received at Advisory Panel meetings and from 
residents and stakeholders often focused on a desire to enhance connectivity within the park and 
trail system. One way to achieve connectivity was introduced in the 2030 Comprehensive Plan 
with the concept of planning for greenway corridors, which were described primarily as trails. 

This Plan builds on the concepts of connection and greenway corridors by broadening the idea 
to include all recreational, natural areas, and open space in a connected Green Network. This 
Network brings together recreational features and also functions to support the natural systems 
and ecology of the community, protecting its biodiversity and enhancing native ecological 
performance. Corridor-type connections within the Network may be with trails but can also be 
with linear natural areas (e.g. bioswales or landscape buffers). This allow for more trail loops of 
various types and distances for community activity and park access, and also allows for greater 
species movement and biodiversity for a healthier natural landscape. The key is to establish 
connected natural spaces.

Examples of land uses or features within the Green Network include but are not limited to:

• Active recreational park • Lake and Shoreland buffer • Rain garden
• Passive park/open space • Storm pond/retention pond •  Po rous  pav ing 

w i th  su s t a inab l e 
s t o rmwate r 
management  ( e . g . 
r a in  g a rden s  o r 
in f i l t r a t i on  ba s in s )

• Golf course • Infiltration basin or swale
• Conservation easement • Wetland
• Utility easement • Native Prairie

The Green Network essentially overlays the Parks, Trails and Open Space system for the 
City. The example land uses and features above illustrate that both public and private land is 
beneficial to the Green Network. It is not important for the City of Lake Elmo to maintain 
control over the land to establish a successful Network. The key attribute of land contributing 
to the Network is land with long-term protected status for the purpose of natural resource 
management, preservation, or natural function (such as stormwater infiltration). For example, 
conservation easements are one way of protecting natural areas adjacent to developing 
neighborhoods and are often held in semi-public ownership. These lands may not be available 
for public trail use or access, but the protected open space and natural resource features within 
the easements contribute considerably to the Network as a whole by providing opportunities to 
improve and/or protect high-quality habitat and ecological health. 
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Planning for the PTOS in Lake Elmo as part of a connected Green Network achieves broader 
long-term goals for resiliency in the community. Resiliency in this context refers to the ability 
for the City to endure growing concerns related to the effects of changing climate impacts, 
higher costs for public facilities and services, and accumulating environmental pollution issues. 
Focused land planning for the benefits of ecological health and enhancement of natural systems 
will increase actions like local groundwater recharge and improve water quality, habitat quality, 
and biodiversity, placing the City of Lake Elmo in a position to spend less time and money 
on clean up, rehabilitation, municipal stormwater systems, and other services that mitigate 
problems rather than prevent them. 

Resiliency also refers to the health and wellness of residents. The PTOS as a Green Network 
will provide access to nature, views and places that reduce stress, recreational opportunities to 
remain active, and greenery and canopies that provide shade and comfort. Connected spaces will 
also establish more walkability and accessibility in the City. 

In these ways, the Green Network functions as the resilient infrastructure for the City. Much 
like roadways function as the City’s transportation infrastructure moving people from place to 
place, the resilient infrastructure utilizes connected green spaces to move water, wildlife, plant 
diversity, and people in an interconnected sustainable way. Resilient infrastructure will establish 
best practices for the City in natural resource and water quality management providing built-in 
protection for the growing impacts to the environment, while offering healthy opportunities for 
activity and wellness to residents. 

Map 6-9 illustrates the various types of land uses and features that currently contribute to the 
concept of a Green Network or Resilient Infrastructure in the City. Portions of the Network can 
be described as having active recreation uses, such as parks and trails, while other portions will 
remain in preservation, such as conservation easements or protected wetlands. As a culminating 
effort for implementation, plans for the PTOS in Lake Elmo should include policies supporting 
development of a Green Network or Resilient Infrastructure with a multi-jurisdictional or joint 
approach for management. (See Chapter 11: Implementation for more details.) Map 6-9 also 
identifies where new connections can be made to connect the Network. These connections may 
include new parks, parkways, trails, and other natural areas and corridors in both public and 
private ownership. 

The City’s PTOS is greatly improved with a supporting contiguous Green Network that 
functions as Resilient Infrastructure for the City. 
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Map 6-9. Proposed Green Network / Resilient Infrastructure 
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