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Overview 

In 2017 and 2018, the Northern St. Louis County Trails Task 

Force created the St. Louis County & Northeast Koochiching 

County Trails Plan as a guide to develop and maintain a 

quality system of multi-use trails enhancing quality of life and 

tourism in northern Minnesota. 

GOALS 

The Northern St. Louis County Trails Task Force seeks to 

ensure trails in St. Louis County and Northeast Koochiching 

County are: 

• Connected to other trails, communities, destinations, 

and service businesses. 

• Open to collaboration between user groups and trail 

administrators to ensure quality experiences to create 

economic efficiencies and sustainability. 

• Maximized in all seasons by allowing compatible uses 

to exist in corridors where possible and appropriate. 

• Inclusive of trail hubs that provide parking, safety 

features, information, and amenities. 

• Embracing safe practices by administrators and users.   

• Sustainable economically and have viable 

administrative and maintenance strategies.  

• Positively impact the area’s tourism economy while 

still providing quality recreation experiences and 

health benefits to residents.  

• Constructed and maintained using known best 

practices that limit environmental impacts. 

• Accurately mapped. 

• Actively promoted by tourism agencies. 
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Setting 

This plan addresses trails in St. Louis County 

and northeast Koochiching County.  

Northeast Koochiching County is defined as 

the area in the County northeast of U.S. 

Highway 53.  The Northern St. Louis County 

Trails Task Force determined that it was 

appropriate to include northeastern 

Koochiching County in the plan as both 

Counties are home to Voyageurs National 

Park, a key partner. Additionally, it was 

determined not to include the City of 

Duluth in this process due to the City’s 

already-defined plan for its trail system, 

though connectedness into and out of this 

trail system was considered. 

Note that, for the purposes of this planning process, references to St. Louis and Koochiching County 

refer to a geographic location, not a government entity.  The plan is for the trails and trail administrators 

located in that geographic location.  

Plan Area 

St. Louis and Koochiching County are in Minnesota’s Arrowhead Region, stretching between Lake 

Superior and the state’s northern border with Ontario, Canada. This area includes: 

• A beautiful and diverse landscape, with some of Minnesota’s biggest lakes, wildest rivers, largest 

forests, most interesting wetlands, and most unique mine lands 

• A full four seasons with bright springs, spectacular summers, colorful autumns, and deep 

winters 

• An abundance of public land ownership – National Park, National Forest, State Forest, County 

Lands, Tribal Lands, State Parks, and community parks 

• A designated wilderness – the most visited wilderness in the United States – the Boundary 

Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW) 

• Minnesota’s only National Park, Voyageurs National Park, which stretches across nearly the 

entirety of the most northern part of the plan area 

• Communities providing trail user supportive services – lodging, dining, repairs, and supplies 

In this setting, there are an astounding 7,000 miles of trails, which are a primary way people connect 

with nature in St. Louis and northeast Koochiching County, Minnesota. Residents and visitors alike enjoy 

recreating here, and tourism is now a significant economic driver.  Destination Marketing Organizations 

(DMOs) in the region help to promote trail tourism.   
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Process 

A timeline of the full trail planning process, starting in Summer 2016 and concluding in Summer 2018, is 

outlined below. 

In Summer 2016, The Northern St. Louis County Trails Task Force formed and began discussing 

the need for a universal trails plan with a mission to:  

• Improve connectivity 

• Expand administrator collaboration 

• Improve trail safety 

• Prioritize improvement projects 

• Increase awareness of area trails 

• Improve collaboration with management of area trails  

 

The Trails Task Force asked the Arrowhead Regional Development Commission (ARDC) to assist 

them with the development of the plan and sought funding for plan development. 

The plan began development in Summer 2017. 

With guidance from the Trails Task Force, the ARDC developed a trails inventory, including 

information about allowed uses, administrative structures, and locations, for each trail system 

in the study area. The ARDC developed and administered a survey to seek input from trail 

administrators regarding future plans for their trails.  

 

From December 2017 to May 2018, the ARDC began systematically meeting with trail 

stakeholders, administrators, and user groups to learn more details about their desired future 

trail system improvement ideas. 

 

In Summer of 2018, ARDC categorized and reviewed all information collected through a series 

of webinars.  This information was used by ARDC to develop recommendations for trail system 

improvements  

A public review and input period occurred during January 2019. 

The final revised document was published on January 31, 2019.  
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Existing Trail System 
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Descriptions and Recommendations 
The following pages describe the planning area’s trails and their associated facilities, categorized by 

their primary use.  Most trails allow multiple uses, but were primarily built for single purposes.  That 

single purpose is what drove the planning team’s decisions as to what category the trail should be 

placed.   

The Mesabi Trail and Giant’s Ridge were deemed to be truly multi-use facilities with significant trail 

lengths that are independently operated and were assigned their own sections. 
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Shoes 

Walking, Hiking, Running, Snow 

 

Many trails in St. Louis and northeast Koochiching County were developed for foot travel.  Hiking is a 

popular activity, as is walking for exercise, trail running, and snow shoeing.   

Walking.  Many residents and visitors enjoy walking as a healthy activity.  Most communities in the plan 

area have sidewalk systems.  The Arrowhead Regional Development Commission has conducted a 

sidewalk inventory for the seven counties of northeast Minnesota, including St. Louis and Koochiching.  

The inventory is available for viewing at http://arcg.is/2BS8j9f.  The interactive map shows the locations 

of all sidewalks and some of the files have information about the sidewalk’s width, surface type, and 

condition on a block by block basis.   

Hiking.  St. Louis and northeast Koochiching County are blessed with many miles of hiking trails in a 

variety of conditions ranging from smooth paths to rugged wilderness.  Some trails are suitable to be 

used by trail runners as well.  The most notable hiking feature in the plan area is the Superior Hiking 

Trail, which parallels the North Shore of Lake Superior.  Moving north, the path starts in Jay Cooke State 

Park, just south of Duluth, continues through that City, then heads east through Lake and Cook County 

to nearly reach the Canadian border.  The trail is managed by a local non-profit organization. 

The North Country Trail is a facility that is planned to move through 

northern Minnesota as it connects New York to North Dakota.  It is a 

federally designated trail managed in part by the National Park system.  

In St. Louis County, the North Country Trail uses the Superior Hiking Trail 

to head north going into Lake and Cook County.  At the end of the 

Superior Hiking Trail in Cook County, the North Country trail then moves 

west using another established trail, the Border Route Trail, and then 

moves to yet another established trail, the Kekekabic, to its terminus 

east of Ely, in Lake County.  From that point west, the North Country 

Trail has no established trail route.  Users seeking to make the long 

distance hike currently can use highway shoulders, and where available, 

the Mesabi Trail.   

Additional hiking trails are managed 

through Minnesota Department of 

Natural Resources (MnDNR).  

Minnesota State Parks in St. Louis 

County feature many miles of trails 

designated for hiking.  Bear Head 

Lake State Park near Ely is noted for 

its hiking resources, including several 

campsites that are only accessible to 

hikers.  Lake Vermilion/Soudan 

Underground Mine State Park has 

http://arcg.is/2BS8j9f
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recently expanded its hiking trails system and now features trails that access scenic overlooks and hike-

to campsites.  McCarthy Beach State Park near Chisholm also features several hiking trails.   

The MnDNR also manages other hiking opportunities.  The David Dill/Arrowhead State Trail (far north St. 

Louis County and northeast Koochiching County), the Taconite State Trail (central St. Louis County), and 

the C.J. Ramstad/North Shore State Trail (southern St. Louis County) are all primarily managed as 

snowmobile trails, but do allow hiking as a use.  Hikers should note, however, that portions of these 

trails traverse through wetlands, potentially making hiking very challenging.  The Kabetogama State 

Forest features trails designed for both hiking and skiing at Ash River.  The Cloquet Valley State Forest 

has a short hiking trail at Bear Lake.   

Hunter walking trails have been established by the MnDNR in multiple locations in the plan area.  These 

facilities are primarily intended to provide opportunities for ruffed grouse hunting, but can serve as 

hiking trails as well.  Hunter walking trail systems are located at 44 locations in St. Louis County ranging 

in size from less than a mile to over 12 miles.  There are no hunter walking trails in northeast 

Koochiching County.  

The United State Forest Service (USFS) provides hiking trails at multiple locations in the Superior 

National Forest.  The Angleworm Lake Trail near Ely offers a multi-day hiking opportunity and has 

established campsites.  Much of the trail is in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW) 

which requires a permit to enter.  Fee permit reservations for overnight stays can be made May 1 to 

September 30.  Outside of those dates, or if it is only a day hike, a free, self-issued permit can be used.  

The Bass Lake Trail, also near Ely, features multiple loops around lakes and two campsites.  Farther west, 

the Astrid Lake area accessed by the Echo Trail (a County Road) offers multiple hiking loops with several 

campsites.  The Norway Lake Trail, also accessed by the Echo Trail, is an eight mile, out and back, hiking 

trail.  It has multiple trailheads and a small portion is in the BWCAW.  There are no designated 

campsites, but camping is allowed.  The Sioux Hustler Trail is a much larger facility (32 miles) that is 

nearly completely inside the BWCAW.  It accesses the scenic Devil’s Cascade and passes by many remote 

lakes that rarely see visitors.  The trailhead is near the Little Indian Sioux River on the Echo Trail.  The 

Herriman Trail, near Crane Lake in St. Louis County, is a series of hiking trail loops with campsites and 

scenic overlooks.  A portion of the trail is in the BWCAW.  Hiking can also be found at the Laurentian trail 

system north of the City of Virginia and at the Big Aspen site, also north of Virginia.  East of Hoyt Lakes, 

the Bird Lake trails offer hiking opportunities as well. 

Voyageurs National Park provides several opportunities to hike.  The largest facility is the Kab-Ash Trail, 

which is nearly 30 miles long, connecting the Kabetogama area (visitor center, camping) with the Ash 

River area (visitor center, camping).  Five other trail systems accessible by vehicle range between one 

and three miles.  Six additional hiking trails are accessible by watercraft on Kabetogama, Rainy, and 

Namakan Lakes.  They range between one mile and ten miles.   
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Koochiching County manages a short 

hiking trail (1.3 miles) near Tilson Bay of 

Rainy Lake.  The City of Proctor has 

considered constructing hiking trails at 

a site called North Proctor Park.  Grand 

Lake Township owns 20 acres and trails 

have been discussed as a use.  Duluth 

Township has published a document 

that shows the potential location of 

multiple types of trails in their 

community, including some gravel 

surfaced hiking trails (see the plan at: 

https://bit.ly/2MsSr6d).  

Running.  Trail running is a growing use on the area’s trails.  Trails are not designed specifically for this 

purpose.  Runners can use their own discretion to find trails that are safe for running.   

Snowshoeing.  By its very nature, snowshoeing often does not require a trail.  However, it is an allowed 

use on nearly all trails in the planning area, unless that trail is groomed in winter for another purpose 

(cross-country skiing, for example).  Snowshoe rentals are available at Bear Head Lake State Park and 

several private businesses.  Voyageurs National Park’s Rainy Lake Visitor Center has snowshoes that 

visitors can use free of charge.  A designated snowshoe trail is at Black Bay managed by the National 

Park.   

Recommended Improvements 

A. Walking 

1. Complete the sidewalk condition database for St. Louis and northeast Koochiching 

County and advocate for the construction and improvement of community sidewalk 

systems.  Currently, there are gaps in communities’ sidewalk systems and some existing 

systems have fallen into disrepair.   Sidewalk systems should be complete and usable by 

most people for healthy activities and transportation.  ARDC has been advocating for 

sidewalks for several years and has completed condition assessments for some 

communities.  This assessment should be completed for all of the planning area. 

i. Responsible Party: Arrowhead Regional Development Commission 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2019 

 

2. Clear snow from the Rainy Lake Trail, particularly between International Falls and 

Ranier and the section between Highway 11 to the Rainy Lake Visitor Center.  Walkers 

and runners will use paved trails for exercise when they are regularly cleared of snow.  

Good community health can depend on winter exercise facilities.   

i. Responsible Party: Koochiching County, International Falls, Ranier, Voyageurs 

National Park 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2018 

https://bit.ly/2MsSr6d
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B. Hiking 

1. Complete the North Country Trail as a dedicated, purpose-built hiking trail through St. 

Louis County.  Currently, there is no dedicated hiking corridor for the North Country 

Trail between the east and west boundaries of St. Louis County.   Stakeholders should 

work together to identify a hiking trail route, gain easements for that route, and 

construct the route, including amenities such as signage and access point parking.   

i. Responsible Party: North Country Trail Association, National Park Service, local 

communities 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2025 

 

2. Seek to designate and sign the Mesabi Trail as a temporary section of the North 

Country Trail.  The Mesabi Trail already is constructed in much of St. Louis County and 

when it is complete, it will cover much of the current gap in the North Country trail – 

from Ely to Grand Rapids, Minnesota.  The Mesabi could be designated and signed as a 

North Country Trail section.  When the actual hiking trail corridor is identified and 

constructed, the Mesabi Trail would be de-designated. 

i. Responsible Party: St. Louis and Lake County Regional Rail Authority, North 

Country Trail Association, National Park Service 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2019 

 

3. Support the Polar Polers efforts to construct boardwalk in wet areas of the Tilson 

Creek Trail System near Ranier, opening it up for summer hiking usage.  Some funding 

has been secured that will fund construction of a boardwalk in the initial wetland 

section of the Tilson Creek Ski Trails.  This construction will allow summer hikers usage 

of portions of the trails.  Additional projects to address other wetland areas in the ski 

trail system should be sought, opening additional opportunities.   

i. Responsible Party: MnDNR, Polar Polers, Voyageurs National Park, and 

Koochiching County 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2022 

 

4. Seek to gain secure easements for the Superior Hiking Trail.  Currently the Superior 

Hiking Trail often crosses private properties with short term easements.  These 

easements can be quickly rescinded if the property is sold or the owner feels that the 

trail and its users are having a negative impact.  Trail stakeholders should work to secure 

longer term easements or consider moving the trail to nearby public lands or property 

owned by a more willing partner. 

i. Responsible Party: Superior Hiking Trail Association 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2030 
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5. Continue to promote and maintain the hiking trails in St. Louis and northeast 

Koochiching Counties.  There are many hiking opportunities in the plan area.  Those 

opportunities should continue and be promoted as an activity in the region.  Trails 

should be maintained at appropriate levels.   

i. Responsible Party: MnDNR, USFS, National Park Service, Superior Hiking Trail 

Association, local communities, tourism promotion stakeholders 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

 

6. Support developing new community-based hiking trails and walking facilities.  These 

facilities include planned trails in Proctor and Duluth Township. 

i. Responsible Party: Local communities, active living stakeholders, funding 

agencies 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 
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Skis 

Cross-Country (Classic and Skate) 

 

Nordic skiing is a popular activity in the plan area and there are many miles of groomed ski trails for 

residents and visitors in St. Louis and northeast Koochiching Counties.  Trails are groomed for both 

classic style skiing and skate (freestyle) skiing.  The ski trails are managed by multiple entities and often 

rely on volunteers for grooming and maintenance.   

Operated by the MnDNR, Bear Head Lake State Park offers nine miles of ski trails with seven of those 

trails being groomed.  The MnDNR also manages a grant-in-aid program that enables local ski clubs to 

manage and groom trails.  Those systems are: 

• Tilson Ski Trail.  Over 10 miles of groomed ski trails in a forested area near Rainy Lake in 

northeast Koochiching County. The system includes a connection to the Rainy Lake Visitor 

Center in Voyageurs National Park.  The trails are managed by multiple stakeholders, including 

MnDNR, Voyageurs National Park, Koochiching County, and Polar Polers Ski Club. 

• Gheen Hill Trails.  Over four miles of groomed trails are on a prominent ridge near Orr.  The 

trails are maintained by a coalition of the City of Orr, the MnDNR, and the Ruffed Grouse Society 

(the trails are also designated as hunter walking trails). 

• Ashawa Trails.  Nearly 20 miles of ski trails running through forests, rocky outcrops, and bogs 

near Lake Vermilion.  It connects area resorts. 

• Howard Wagoner Trails.  A mostly-easy, seven-mile, system in a pine forest near Tower.   

• Mother Bear Ski Trails: A remote site in eastern St. Louis County, this system features over six 

miles of trails that are groomed for classic skiing.  It is managed by volunteers. 

The USFS manages multiple ski trails in the Superior National Forest, including: 

• Angleworm-Hegman Lakes Ski Route.  This ungroomed trail is open for skiing and snowshoeing.  

Skiers should use backcountry equipment and be prepared for deep snow.  The access point is 

north of Ely. 

• Birch Trail.  Five miles of user tracked trails partially in a pine plantation that is over 100 years 

old.  Mostly easy trails.  Near Babbitt.   

• Hidden Valley.  These machine groomed trails are in Ely and vary from easy to advanced.  Some 

trails are groomed for skate skiing.  Additional skiing opportunities are connected to Hidden 

Valley – known as “Hidden Valley Extension.”  There are nearly 10 miles of trails all together.   

• North Arm Trails.  Extensive system (26 miles) of user groomed classic ski trails, a part of which 

is in the BWCAW.  The system is located near the north arm of Burntside Lake north of Ely. 

• North Arm Junction.  A variety of user maintained trail types north of Ely.  Eight miles total. 

• South Farm Lake Trail.  East of Ely, this short trail is inside the BWCAW and a portion of it 

depends on safe ice on South Farm Lake.   

• Trezona Trail.  Right in Ely, this short trail connects Hidden Valley to the Mesabi Trail.  It is 

groomed for both classic and skate skiing. 

• Big Aspen Trails.  North of Virginia, this area has 21 miles of ski trails in winter.   

• Bird Lake Trail.  Twelve miles of trail for intermediate and beginning skiers near Hoyt Lakes. 
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• Lookout Mountain.  North of Virginia on a ridge, there are 15 miles of ski trails.  Access is on 

Highway 53. 

• Sturgeon River Trails.  There are 22 miles of ski trails north of Chisholm along a ridge above the 

Sturgeon River.   

There are also some cross-country ski trails in the plan area that are operated by other entities.   

• Voyageurs National Park provides ski trails at Black Bay and supports a connection to the Tilson 

Creek Ski Trails.   

• The City of International Falls operates the Manka Ski Trail system in conjunction with the Polar 

Polers – the trails are located on property owned by the State of Minnesota.   

• Giants Ridge Recreation Area near Biwabik offers 37 miles of cross country ski trails in a variety 

of skill levels in both classic and skate styles.  The facility has ski rentals, equipment shops, 

dining, lodging, and amenities.  It is recognized as a premier nordic skiing destination.   

• Hoyt Lakes Trail (also known as Colby Lake Trail) is a ski trail in Hoyt Lakes.  Information is 

available from the City of Hoyt Lakes.   

• Fortune Bay Resort Casino, operated on Lake Vermilion by the Bois Forte Band of Ojibwe, 

grooms several miles of cross country ski trail on its golf course in the winter. 

• The City of Hibbing administers the Carey Lake trail (12 miles) for both classic and skate skiing.  A 

portion of the trail has lights.  

• Korkki Nordic is a trail non-profit member based facility with classic skiing for skilled skiers.  It 

has seven miles of trail east of Duluth. 

• Biskey Pond Ski Trails are north of Duluth on St. Louis County and Minnesota Power owned land.  

It is operated by the Fredenberg Flyers Ski Club.   

• The Boulder Lake Management Area north of Duluth has 13 miles of ski trails.  It is operated by a 

partnership of Minnesota Power, St. Louis County, and the MnDNR.   

 

Recommended Improvements 

A. Cross Country Skiing 

1. Work to ensure ski trails are sustainably managed and have enough volunteers to 

maintain them into the future.  Nearly all of the ski trail in the plan area are groomed 

and maintained by volunteers.  Often these volunteers are retired people whose 

abilities to maintain trails may be lessening with age.  Clubs need to recruit new, young 

members to assist with maintenance and be future leaders.   

i. Responsible Party: Ski Clubs, Voyageurs National Park, land managers 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 
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Animals 

Horseback, Dog Sled, Skijor 

 

Animal assisted adventures are possible in St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching County.  These 

uses present their own set of opportunities and challenges.   

Equestrian Trails.  Horseback riding facilities in the plan area include the Taconite Trail, Arrowhead Trail, 

and the North Shore/CJ Ramstad Trail.  These facilities were originally designed as snowmobile trails, but 

make for wide, natural surfaced trails for horses and other uses in the summer.  Note that snowmobile 

trails often cross wetlands, so every segment of those trails may not be suitable for horseback riding.  

McCarthy Beach State Park has additional designated horse trails that connect into the Taconite Trail.  

Stoney Brook Camp, operated by the MnDNR near the State Park, has campsites designed for horses.  

The Superior National Forest allows horses on its road system, but does not have any designated trails.  

Private stables also provide opportunities for horseback trail riding. 

Dog Sledding.  Also known as mushing, dog sled was a primary form of winter transportation for many 

years in northeast Minnesota.  Now, mushers lead paying customers on dog sled adventures.  Some 

mushers also race competitively.  The John Beargrease Sled Dog Marathon is the biggest race in the 

lower 48 states.  It is run on snowmobile trails, including the North Shore/CJ Ramstad State Trail in St. 

Louis County.  Otherwise, mushers are generally running their dogs on unplowed roads, iced-over lakes, 

and portages.  Dog sleds are allowed on some snowmobile trails, but caution needs to be exercised.  

Mushing is a popular activity inside the BWCAW when conditions allow.   

Skijoring.  A person moving on skies across a snowy surface with the assistance of a pulling dog ahead of 

them is skijoring.  Due to the fact that dog paws and droppings can ruin the surface of a groomed ski 

trail, most of those trails do not allow skijoring.  Three trail systems near Ely (North Arm Trails, North 

Arm Junction, and Trezona) do allow skijoring on their ski trails.  Rather than trails, most skijoring is 

done over frozen lakes and portages and perhaps on unplowed forest roads. 

Recommended Improvements 

A. Animal Assisted Trail Use 

1. Continue to support animal assisted trail use when and where appropriate. 

i. Responsible Party: Multiple administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 
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Bicycles 

Road, Gravel, Mountain, Fat Tire 

 

Biking is a still-growing and evolving activity in St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching County.  An 

increased number of biking styles and location opportunities is driving that growth.  Categorized by tire 

size, we now have systems for road bikes (skinny tire), gravel bikes (medium tire), mountain bikes (big 

tire), and winter bikes (fat tire).  Accommodating all of those uses is being worked towards in the 

planning area.   

Road Biking.  Skinny tire bikes are built for paved, smooth surfaces.  Road bikes can often be seen on 

road shoulders and paved trails.  The plan area has several paved trails for road bikers.  The Mesabi Trail 

is the most extensive, working towards spanning all of St. Louis County from west to east.  The Mesabi 

Trail is described on page 30.  Other paved trails include: 

• The Rainy Lake Trail connects the City of International Falls to the Rainy Lake Visitor Center on 

Black Bay, a distance of about 13 miles.  The route includes some on-road segments in the City 

of Ranier and in areas where Rainy Lake’s rocky shores are too tight to accommodate a paved 

trail.  Koochiching County administers the trail, except for the portion within the boundaries of 

Voyageurs National Park. 

• Bailey’s Lake Trail circles this small body of water in the City of Virginia.  The trail is about 1.5 

miles and is recreational in nature.  The City of Virginia is responsible for the trail.   

• Near Babbitt, the Birch Lake Plantation Trail winds 2.5 miles through pine grove.  It was first 

created in the 1970s.  In 2016, the City of Babbitt took part in a study session to explore the 

implications of replacing, widening, and extending the trail. Specific plans include adding a one-

mile trail loop around Fountain Hills Park in Babbitt and reconstructing the 2.5-mile trail to Birch 

Lake. The reported cost of the project is $35,000 per mile. 

• Carey Lake Trail is operated by the City of Hibbing, connecting the community to the park at 

Carey Lake east of the City.  Constructed in the 1980’s, portions of the trail have been 

reconstructed and widened.  The trail is 4.25 miles long.   

• Fayal Pond Trails were originally built as a 3.5 mile, six-foot-wide paved trail system in Eveleth.  

It has since been repaired with overlays, especially in the early 2000s, and widened to 8 feet in 

some locations. Currently, the trail system runs around Fayal Pond, connects to residential 

areas, and stretches southward, where it crosses a railroad bridge eastward over Highway 53 

and Miller Trunk Road to connect to the Mesabi Trail. The City of Eveleth has identified the need 

for repairs especially around Fayal Pond.  However, no plans to further develop or extend the 

trail exist. 

• Floodwood River Walk is a one-mile paved trail connecting schools, sports facilities, and other 

amenities.  Operated by the City of Floodwood, it was constructed in 2005.  An extension of the 

trail has been stated as a desire by the community.   

• Paralleling County Road 77 in Greenwood Township on Lake Vermilion, the Greenwood Walking 

and Biking Trail currently features attractive signage and benches.  The township has identified a 

lack of parking facilities an issue for the trail; while locals have easy access to trail use, anybody 

who may want to park and ride find it difficult with this lack of current parking facilities.  The 
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trail is 1.8 miles long.  Future plans could seek to connect this trail to the proposed Lake 

Vermilion Trail.   

• In the community of Embarrass, the Heritage Park Fitness Trail is a 2.5 mile facility near a 

community park and campground.  The paved trail is part of a larger natural surface trail that 

includes eight fitness stations (exercise equipment) along the route.   

• Hoodoo Point Trail, operated by the City of Tower, is a 1.1 mile paved trail connecting a 

campground on Lake Vermilion to the City’s downtown and the Mesabi Trail.   

• In Hoyt Lakes in eastern St. Louis County, there are 8.25 miles of walking and biking trails 

creating a network connecting the City to campgrounds, beaches, sports facilities, and a golf 

course.   

• Connected the City of Aurora and to the Mesabi Trail, the Lake St. James Walking Trail is 2.9 

miles long.  It also accesses schools and residential areas.  It is operated by the City. 

• The Longyear Lake Walking Trail in the City of Chisholm, connects to parks and the Mesabi Trail.  

It is 2.4 miles long.  The City has plans to connect the trail to Heritage Manor, an assisted living 

facility; make the trail ADA accessible; and add lighting on the south side of the trail. In addition, 

due to the trail’s use as venue for fundraisers, 5k signage is being installed along the trail. A 

planned mountain bike trail, which is currently seeking funds for developing its first 5.2 miles, 

will traverse a nearby mine pit and serve as a future connection to the Longyear Lake Walking 

Trail. 

• In Virginia, the Olcott Park Trails connect a museum, medical center, greenhouse, and schools.  

The trails are 1.5 miles long and have undergone many reconstructions and overlays over the 

years. 

• Also in Virginia, the Silver Lake Trail connects to the Mesabi Trail, parks, schools and downtown 

businesses.  The trails total just 0.8 miles. The City has aspirations to complete the Silver Lake 

Trail by connecting existing trail segments with new segments directly on the lake shore; these 

plans are laid out in the Virginia Parks and Trails Master Plan. 

• The Trezona Trail in Ely is a multi-use facility primarily circling Miner’s Lake.  It also passes by 

residences and historic mining facilities.  It is four miles long. 

• Operated by the Bois Forte Band of Ojibway, the Vermilion Reservation Trails are 2.5 miles long, 

connecting Fortune Bay Resort Casino, Lake Vermilion accesses, and residences.  The Band has 

expressed interest in extending the trail system to County Road 77 and beyond, eventually 

connecting to the City of Tower and the Mesabi Trail.  That extension could be a part of the 

proposed Lake Vermilion Trail.   

Proposed, but not yet constructed, are additional paved trails in St. Louis County.  The most potentially 

impactful one is the Lake Vermilion Trail.  Proposed by a group of stakeholders in the Cook and Tower 

areas of Lake Vermilion in northern St. Louis County, this paved, non-motorized trail would connect the 

Cities of Cook and Tower roughly paralleling the south shore of the lake, an approximate distance of 42 

miles.  The trail would address safety, economic, and health components in the area.  The stakeholders 

are now seeking to formalize a joint powers board to manage the trail and are in the process of applying 

for construction funding.   

A short-paved trail has been proposed in the City of Orr to help bikers and walkers move safely through 

the community.  Funding has not been pursued.  The Cities of Hermantown and Proctor are planning a 

paved trail connection from their communities to the Munger Trail in Duluth.  Routing studies have been 
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done, and Hermantown is currently seeking funding to construct the first segment.  More information 

can be found at: http://www.hermantownmn.com/vertical/sites/%7BE61298FB-568C-40AB-9B71-

BDE0EA490A6B%7D/uploads/2016-01-21_Master_Plan_Document.pdf 

Events on paved trails include the Great River 

Energy Mesabi Trail Tour.  It is held on the first 

Saturday in August and has multiple ride distance 

options.  

Gravel biking (also known as gravel grinding) is a 

growing activity in the plan area.  Gravel and 

natural surface roads abound here, happy 

remainders of St. Louis and northeast Koochiching 

Counties’ logging industry and rural networks.  It is 

often an ad-hoc enterprise, riding on a whim rather 

than on an organized, planned route.  Even so, 

gravel races and group rides are now common in 

the Arrowhead Region.   

Gravel riding opportunities are available in every 

corner of the plan area.  One area that could be 

promoted for gravel riding surrounds Orr in 

northern St. Louis County.  A mixed pattern of 

public land ownership (County, State, Federal) that 

is not under wilderness protection has resulted in a 

high concentration of forest roads that can be 

ridden by gravel bikes.  The roads are in a variety of conditions, creating opportunities for all skill levels.  

Construction of strategic connections between roads could substantially add miles to the system.  The 

City of Orr and the surrounding area has lodging and other businesses that could support gravel bikers.  

Other areas of note include the more agricultural area around Floodwood and Meadowlands in 

southern St. Louis County, the forest roads of the Cloquet Valley State Forest, and the roads north of 

Chisholm, including the Shannon Lake Road.   

There are multiple gravel biking events in the plan area.  These include the Fiddlin’ 50 Gravel Ride on the 

fourth weekend in August in Chisholm and the Grind at Giant’s Ridge on Labor Day weekend in Biwabik.  

The Pie Burner Fat Bike Ride on the Saturday after Thanksgiving in Hibbing can be a gravel ride if there 

isn’t enough snow.   

Mountain Biking’s popularity continues to grow in northern Minnesota.  The busy trails of the Cuyuna 

Country’s State run trails in Crosby and Ironton, the growing trails in Cook and Lake County on the North 

Shore, the City of Duluth, and trails being developed near Grand Rapids in Itasca County, along with 

existing and planned trails in St. Louis County combine to make this area a strong candidate for being a 

national and even international mountain biking destination.  Here are the plan area’s existing and 

planned trails. 

• Lookout Mountain.  This system of mountain bike trails is located just north of Virginia, 

Minnesota on a ridge that is part of the Laurentian Divide.  This is the height of land that 

http://www.hermantownmn.com/vertical/sites/%7BE61298FB-568C-40AB-9B71-BDE0EA490A6B%7D/uploads/2016-01-21_Master_Plan_Document.pdf
http://www.hermantownmn.com/vertical/sites/%7BE61298FB-568C-40AB-9B71-BDE0EA490A6B%7D/uploads/2016-01-21_Master_Plan_Document.pdf
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separates the Hudson Bay watershed from the Atlantic Ocean watershed.  There are several 

miles of purpose built mountain bike trails and additional miles of wider, summer-rideable, trails 

that are used for cross-country skiing in the winter.  The trails are all two-way.  The property is 

owned by the Superior National Forest and the trails are operated in cooperation with the Iron 

Range Off-Road Cyclists (IROC) Mountain Bike Club.  The trails have a variety of difficulties, from 

beginner to difficult.  None of the trails are groomed for winter, fat-tire bike riding. 

 

• Maple Hill.  The Maple Hill Mountain Bike Trail in Hibbing is a two-way singletrack, intermediate 

level trail.  It winds through the hardwoods of Maple Hill Park on primarily hand-built sections of 

trail.  This natural surface trail includes minimal berms and bridges.  The park is owned by the 

City of Hibbing and the trails are supported by IROC.  There are currently 3 miles of intermediate 

trail, with another 2 miles of beginner trail currently under development.  

 

• Gheen Hill.  Just south of Orr, Minnesota is a system of trails (6.1 miles) along a gravel ridge.  

The property is owned by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (MnDNR), who 

administrates the trails in cooperation with City of Orr to groom them for cross-country skiing in 

winter.  The trails are also noted as walking trails for hunters in the fall.  The trails are also 

designated as mountain bike trails in the summer.  However, the trails are not purpose built for 

biking, are quite wide, and often have long grass that hides potential hazards from cyclists.  

Therefore, it is likely that the trails are not often used for mountain biking.  Even so, the site 

does represent an opportunity if the MnDNR could work with a mountain biking club, possibly 

IROC, to redesign and maintain the trails for mountain biking.  There are many resorts and 

lodging facilities on nearby Pelican Lake, so tourists could be a significant user of the trails if they 

were improved.  Additionally, these trails have only sporadically been groomed for skiing in 

winter.  If skiing is no longer desired, these trails would be a good opportunity for grooming 

them in winter for winter fat-tire biking.   

 

• Giants Ridge and the eastern Iron Range.  Giants Ridge is multi-sport facility on a steep ridge on 

the eastern end of the Mesabi Range.  An entire section of this plan is dedicated to Giant’s Ridge 

on page 35.   

 

• Chisholm.  The City of Chisholm and IROC are planning and promoting a 10-mile single track 

“demonstration trail” in a former open pit, iron ore mine in Chisholm, Minnesota.  Called the 

Redhead project, the site has great potential to offer a large variety of expertise levels and 

experiences, with a unique terrain of mine pits and waste rock piles that would be similar to 

canyon trail systems of the western U.S.  The base rock of the Redhead trails would drain 

extremely quickly and allow wet-weather riding when other trail systems in the region, such as 

those in Duluth and Cook County, are closed to riders.  The site is near other tourism facilities 

that include on site restrooms and food service, lodging, and the paved Mesabi Trail.  These 

factors make this site a great candidate to be a destination mountain biking park.  Funding from 

the Minnesota Department of Iron Range Resources and Rehabilitation has been secured and 

construction of the trails will begin soon. 
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• Ely.  Community members in Ely have plans to construct 9.1 miles of purpose-built mountain 

bike trail system in the Hidden Valley ski area.  The Nordic Ski Club and the City of Ely are 

supporting the project, which will include a bike skills course and single-track trails of varying 

difficulty.  The trails are designed and ready for construction.   

 

• Voyageurs National Park area.  There are no current purpose-built mountain bike trails in the 

area surrounding Voyageurs National Park, including Crane Lake, Kabetogama, and northeast 

Koochiching County.  There are no existing plans to construct any single-track mountain bike 

trails.  This area of northern Minnesota is home to many wetlands, making mountain bike trail 

construction challenging.   

 

• McCarthy Beach State Park. This Minnesota State Park north of Hibbing, Minnesota allows 

mountain bikes on several multi-use trails in the park.  There are no purpose-built mountain 

bike trails, however.   

 

• Duluth.  The City of Duluth hosts many miles of dedicated mountain bike trails that are 

supported by the Cyclists of Gitchee Gumee Shores (COGGS).  The City’s trails are well planned 

and promoted by Duluth, COGGS, and tourism partners.  City of Duluth trails are not a part of 

this planning process, but connections to those trails from surrounding communities may be 

desired. 

 

With their snowy winters, St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching County are particularly suited for 

Fat Tire Biking. These specialized winter bikes have oversized tires kept at a very low pounds per square 

inch inflation rates that allow the bikes to go on top of packed snow trails.  It is a growing sport amongst 

residents and visitors to northeast Minnesota.  Surrounding the plan area, groomed trails exist at 

Cuyuna, Lake County, Cook County, Duluth, and Grand Rapids.  In the plan area are the following 

facilities and ideas.   

 

• Giants Ridge.  This facility on the eastern Mesabi Range grooms many miles of cross country ski 

trails and allows winter fat tire biking alongside skiing on some trails as long as conditions allow.  

See page 35. 

 

• The City of Hibbing plans to add a designated fat biking loop at the Carey Lake Regional Park in 

2018. 

 

• Voyageurs National Park Area.  The area surrounding Voyageurs National Park, including Crane 

Lake, Orr, Kabetogama, International Falls, and Ranier, could be a good location for trails that 

are developed specifically for winter fat-tire biking.  The area has multiple lodging facilities, 

ample publicly owned property, networks of rarely used logging roads, and vast wetlands and 

lakes.  Creating a lodge to lodge winter biking trail system in or near the wilderness of Voyageurs 

National Park could be a significant tourism draw.  Winter camping sites or yurt-type lodging 

could also be a part of the system.  The Gheen Hill Trails, also near Orr, have potential for winter 

biking if the cooperation with existing skiing interests can be achieved.  Winter biking is growing 

as an activity in Minnesota at a high rate and northern St. Louis County and northeast 
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Koochiching County could be a focal point of the sport if trails are constructed, groomed, and 

promoted.   

 

• Events.  The “Arrowhead Ultra” is a mid-winter race during which participants attempt to go 

from International Falls to Tower by bike, foot, or ski.  The 135-mile event is a true challenge.  

The fastest times are generally turned in by bikers with the record being set in 2017 by a man 

who took just 13 hours to finish the race.  The Pie Burner Fat Bike Ride on the Saturday after 

Thanksgiving in Hibbing is another, more recreational, event.   

 

Recommended Improvements 

A. Road Biking 

1. Finish the Mesabi Trail - see page 32. 

 

2. Work to construct the Lake Vermilion Trail.  Funding for the construction and 

management of the proposed Lake Vermilion Trail should be identified and secured, 

easements should be gained, and the trail should be constructed. 

i. Responsible Party: Lake Vermilion Trail stakeholders, Joint Powers Board 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2020 to 2035 

 

3. Work to connect Hermantown and Proctor to the Munger Trail.  Funding for the 

construction and management of the proposed paved trail connection Hermantown and 

Proctor to the Munger Trail in Duluth should be identified and secured, easements 

should be gained and the trail should be constructed. 

i. Responsible Party: Cities of Hermantown and Proctor, Metropolitan Interstate 

Council 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2019 to 2030 

 

4. Implement the recommendations of the MnDOT District 1 Bicycle Plan in St. Louis and 

northeast Koochiching County.  The Minnesota Department of Transportation, with 

assistance from a private consultant and the Arrowhead Regional Development 

Commission, is currently developing a plan for biking on roads and paved trails in 

northeast Minnesota.  MnDOT and local jurisdictions should implement the publicly 

vetted proposed projects in that plan.   

i. Responsible Party: MnDOT, Local Jurisdictions 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2020 to 2030 

 

5. Install “Bike Route” signs throughout the on-road portions of the Rainy Lake Trail, 

particularly in the City of Ranier and along County Road 20.  Cyclists need to be kept 

informed of the designated bike route to ensure safety and trail navigation.   

i. Responsible Party: Koochiching County 

ii. Priority: High 
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iii. Timeframe: 2018 

 

B. Gravel Biking 

1. Identify, improve, and promote gravel biking routes in St. Louis and northeast 

Koochiching County.  Stakeholders should work with road administrators to identify 

plausible routes and loops, make needed improvements to them (such as building short 

connections to create more loops and/or developing signage), and promote the sport to 

residents and visitors.   

i. Responsible Party: Tourism promoters, communities, land/road managers, Iron 

Range Off-Road Cyclists 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2025 

 

2. Continue existing, and promote new, gravel biking events.  Stakeholders should work 

with road administrators, tourism agencies, bicycle businesses, tourism businesses, and 

biking clubs to hold gravel biking races/events in the area surrounding Voyageurs 

National Park, the Iron Range (already in place), and the Floodwood/Meadowlands area.  

These events seem to be popular and a significant draw of visitors to the area.   

i. Responsible Party: Tourism promoters, communities, land/road managers, bike 

clubs, tourism agencies, bicycle business, tourism businesses 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2020 

 

C. Mountain Biking 

1. Develop additional, significant, and purpose-built mountain bike trails.  Stakeholders 

should work together to build and maintain bike trail systems that are large and varied 

enough to be significant draws of visitors to the area.  Locations on which to focus new 

trail development includes the Giant’s Ridge/Biwabik area, the Chisholm area, and the 

Ely area.  Of special note is the Chisholm area (Redhead), as it can provide riding 

opportunities in wet conditions.   

i. Responsible Party: Bike clubs, land managers, tourism agencies, communities 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2019 
 

2. Collaborate with trail systems outside the plan area to promote northeast Minnesota 

as a national, and even international, destination for mountain biking.  With systems 

in place or being developed outside the plan area in Cuyuna, Duluth, Grand Rapids area, 

Lake County and Cook County, Minnesota’s Arrowhead Region is poised to have a 

premier mountain biking network of unique mountain biking trails that have the 

distance, variety, and amenities that can attract users of all abilities.   

i. Responsible Party: Tourism agencies, land/trail managers, bike clubs, tourism 

businesses, airport shuttle providers, trail support entities 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2025 
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D. Winter Biking 

1. Develop additional, significant winter biking trails.  Stakeholders should work together 

to identify, develop, groom, and winter bike trail systems that are large enough to be 

significant draws of visitors to the area.  Locations on which to focus new trail 

development include the Giant’s Ridge/Biwabik, Voyageurs National Park and the area 

surrounding it, and possibly the Mesabi Trail.   

i. Responsible Party: Bike clubs, trail administrators, land managers, tourism 

agencies, communities 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2020 

 

2. Develop amenities and promotions targeted to winter biking.  Stakeholders should 

seek ways to support winter biking in their areas.  Lodging businesses should seek to be 

connected to trails, unique lodging such as yurts or winter camping tents should be 

offered, lodge to lodge routes should be promoted, equipment rental should be offered, 

and major events could be held.  Work with tourism agencies and others to go as far as 

promoting the area as “Winter Biking Capital of the World.”   

i. Responsible Party: Tourism agencies, land/trail managers, bike clubs, tourism 

businesses, airport shuttle providers, trail support entities 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2025 
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Watercraft 

Canoe, Kayak, Paddle Board 

 

In a water-rich state, St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching County are particularly blessed.  The 

plan area is a true paddling destination, with Voyageurs National Park, the Boundary Waters Canoe Area 

Wilderness, and multiple state-designated water trails, not to mention countless smaller lakes, ponds, 

and even mine pits adding to the opportunities.  Paddling generally is inexpensive and straightforward 

for land managers to administer, with infrastructure consisting of access points and, sometimes, 

designated campsites and cleared portages.  Here are the area’s paddling highlights.   

• Lake Superior is abutted by the plan area’s southeast portion.  On relatively wind-free summer 

days, kayakers and paddle boarders are often seen skirting the big lake’s shore.  Access points 

are provided at McQuade Safe Harbor, French River, Stoney Point, Knife River Marina and 

multiple other, smaller roadside pull offs.  The State of Minnesota has designated the North 

Shore of Lake Superior as a state water trail.  The MnDNR provides maps and information about 

the route and some shoreline campsites have been designated for kayak use.  None of the water 

access campsites are in St. Louis County, however.   

• State designated water trails also exist on multiple rivers in the plan area.   

o The St. Louis River is designated from Seven Beavers Lake in the central part of the 

County all the way to its outlet at Lake Superior in Duluth.  It is a river with two general 

personalities, the upper section from near Hoyt Lakes to Cloquet is generally quiet with 

some smaller rapids spread along its length.  The lower section from Cloquet to Duluth 

is home to some quite rugged whitewater, some of which are not able to be paddled by 

most users.  There are many access points to the St. Louis River. 

o The Cloquet River Water Trail starts at Indian Lake in east central St. Louis County and 

flows southwest to its intersection with the St. Louis River near Brookston.  The river 

between Indian Lake and Island Lake can be quite rugged with frequent rapids.  After 

going through Island Lake, the river has more flow and the rapids are less intense.  Some 

of the rapids do have established portages.  There are several access points to the 

Cloquet River and river access campsites are available.   

o The Vermilion River between Lake Vermilion and Crane Lake is also a designated water 

trail.  The river features quiet forests, a few rapids with portages, and some campsites.  

This area is a bit more remote, resulting in less frequent access points.  The end of the 

river near Crane Lake features waterfalls and cataracts that are not navigable by even 

the most experienced paddlers.   

o The Littlefork River water trail starts near Cook and heads northwest into Koochiching 

County.  There are very remote sections with few access points.  The winding river 

features only a few rapids and portages.  It is a wilderness setting without the 

restrictions of the BWCA.   

• Other rivers in the plan area are not designated as water trails but offer quality paddling 

experiences when water levels are adequate.  These include the Whiteface River in central St. 

Louis County, the Rice River near Cook, the Pelican River near Orr, and the Rainy River and Rat 

Root River near International Falls.   
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• The Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW) is a federally designated wilderness 

area administered by the United State Forest Service (USFS).  Due to special rules regarding 

motor use, and their ease in portaging compared to kayaks, the vast majority of BWCAW visitors 

are paddling canoes.  The number of canoe routes in St. Louis County’s portion of the BWCAW 

are many.  Here are some examples. 

o Moose River and Lac La Croix Loop – Start by portaging from the entry point ?? parking 

lot to the north flowing Moose River.  Paddle and portage north through Nina Moose 

Lake and Agnes Lake to Lac Lac Croix.  From there head through Fish Stake Narrows to a 

creek leading to Ge-Be-On-Equat Lake, then paddle and portage south through a series 

of smaller lakes to Oyster Lake.  From Oyster you can portage to Agnes and then head 

back up stream on the Moose River and through Nina Moose Lake to the parking area 

where you started.  The route could take anywhere from three days to a week, 

depending on your pace.  There are a multitude of designated campsites on the route 

where you can spend the night in your tent.  The only facilities at the campsites are an 

open-air biffy and a fire grate.   

o Trout Lake – Pine Lake Loop – For those seeking a shorter trip, there are good options as 

well.  You can start at the Moccasin Point public boat access on Lake Vermilion and then 

paddle to the Trout Lake portage, where you officially enter the BWCAW.  Watch for 

motor boats on Lake Vermilion and again on Trout Lake.  On Trout Lake boat motors are 

limited to 25 horsepower.  Paddle north to Pine Creek, where you’ll take a short portage 

to a scenic section of Pine Creek that flows very slowly and has many twists and turns 

that hold moose and other wildlife.  From the creek, you will enter into Pine Lake and 

enjoy its islands and bays.  From Pine Lake you can take a long portage back into Trout 

Lake and then head back to Vermilion.  There are many campsites on Trout Lake and 

Pine Lake to spend the night. 

o Little Indian Sioux River North Loop – This route introduces paddlers to waterfalls and 
rugged portaging.  Starting at the parking lot off the north side of the Echo Trail, you’ll 
portage downhill to the Little Indian Sioux River.  Paddling north, you’ll soon portage 
around a short, but scenic waterfall.  Continuing north, you’ll wind your way on the 
River to shallow, weedy Upper Pauness Lake.  Watch for moose in the lake’s weed beds.  
Portaging east, you’ll cross Lower Pauness Lake and then make a long portage into Shell 
Lake.  This lake is popular and has several nice campsites.  Heading back north you’ll 
portage to Heritage Lake and then make a long, rugged portage into Loon Lake.  Loon 
Lake is a border lake and does allow motorboats, but they are nearly always just passing 
through to or from Lac La Croix.  Heading back south, you’ll come to an uphill portage 
around a roaring cataract called Devil’s Cascade.  The Little Indian Sioux River crashes 
through a steep canyon and over big rapids.  Once you portage around Devil’s Cascade, 
you’ll be back on Lower Pauness Lake and can retrace your route back to the parking lot.  
There are lots of nice campsites on this route, which most people would do in three or 
four days.   

• Other lake based canoe routes exist outside of the BWCAW in the plan area as well.  These 
routes offer an alternative for groups that are larger than the BWCAW-allowed size of nine 
people, or people that were unable to get permits for the BWCAW for the time they wished to 
be canoeing.  One area of note is the Hunting Shack River in northern St. Louis County.  This area 
features several small lakes connected by portages and the Hunting Shack River.  There are 
BWCAW-style campsites, but no permits are needed.  Bear Head Lake State Park features water 
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access campsites as well.  Another area of note is the Circle Route, a 10 lake, two river back 
country canoe route provides an opportunity to have a wilderness-style camping experience 
without wilderness permits and regulations. Lakes included in this route: Burntside Lake, Little 
Long Lake, Dry Lake, High Lake, Bass Lake, Low Lake, Grassy Lake, Tee Lake, Sletten Lake, Fenske 
Lake, Everett Lake, and Twin Lakes. Rivers included: Ranger River and Dead River. 

• Voyageurs National Park is another water recreation highlight.  Motorboats are allowed in much 

of the Park and are the primary summer use.  The Park provides reservable campsites with 

biffies, fire grates, tent pads, and a “bear locker” (device to protect your food from critters).  

Many people motor into the Park to recreate and then head back to their starting point, but 

there is a longer route that would offer motorboaters options for camping in multiple spots for 

multiple nights.  This route would be to begin at one of the major entry points, let us use the 

Rainy Lake Visitor Center in Koochiching County as an example.  A group could motor east for 

the length of Rainy Lake to Kettle Falls.  An existing mechanized portage there would bring the 

boat to Namakan Lake.  From there, the boaters could head to Crane Lake, Ash River, or 

Kabetogama where they could meet their shuttled vehicle.  A trip from the Rainy Lake Visitors 

Center to the Kabetogama Visitors Center would be about 50 miles.  A more common method 

for loop style trips in Voyageurs National Park is to kayak.  Sea kayaks are an ideal method for 

exploring Voyageurs.  With its large lakes and no restrictions on motorboat horsepower, the 

more stable kayak is better than canoes at handling big waves and boat wakes.  Kayak routes are 

plentiful in and around the Park’s bays and islands.   

Recommended Improvements 

A. Paddling 

1. Continue to support existing paddling facilities when and where appropriate. 

i. Responsible Party: Multiple administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

2. Promote additional water trails.  Communities, tourism entities, and paddling 

enthusiasts should identify additional paddling opportunities, such as the Whiteface 

River.  Determine what facility improvements could be made to make those routes more 

attractive to paddlers.  Giant’s Ridge also has some water-based recreation. 

i. Responsible Party: Multiple entities 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2025   

3. Consider the development of paddling vessel lockers at popular paddling access 

points.  The lockers allow users to leave their kayak, canoe, and paddle boards at the 

landing in a secure facility instead of hauling their vessel from their home or storage 

facility every time they want to paddle.   

i. Responsible Party: Multiple entities 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2025 
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B. Motorboats 

1. Continue to support motorboat facilities when and where appropriate. 

i. Responsible Party: Multiple administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing  
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Motors  

All-Terrain Vehicle [ATV], Off-Highway Motorcycle 

[OHM], Off-Road Vehicle [ORV], Snowmobile 

For the purposes of this plan, please note the following: 

• OHV = Off Highway Vehicles include all-terrain vehicles (ATVs) OFF Highway motorcycles (OHMs) 

and Off-road vehicles (ORVs), such as 4x4s.  

• ATV = All-Terrain Vehicle: Used to describe a wide variety of small all-terrain vehicles. The term 

ATV is used to describe 3-wheelers, 4-wheelers and side-by-sides or “quads”.  

• OHM = Off Highway Motorcycle. Used to describe a wide variety of motorcycles capable of off 

road travel.  

MnDNR OHV information may be found at this website. 

Motorized recreation is a growing activity in Minnesota’s Arrowhead Region.  This is particularly true in 

St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching County.  In the summer and fall, most of the interest 

surrounds facilities for ATVs, but ORVs and OHMs are popular as well.  One site promotes all of these 

activities – the Iron Range OHV Park State Recreation Area (IROHVRA) near Gilbert.  This facility is 

operated by the MnDNR.  It offers 36 miles of trails designed for the different allowed uses.  Users must 

have the proper registration for their vehicles and pass an emissions noise test.  Users can camp at the 

city operated campground in Gilbert, which is connected by trail.  Fuel, lodging, and other services can 

be found in Gilbert and other nearby connected communities.  Stakeholders are developing a 

connection from the City of Virginia over the new Hwy 53 bridge east, through the IROHVRA expansion 

site to Gilbert, to the existing IROHVRA site.  Funding has been awarded to the project by the Minnesota 

Department of Iron Range Resources and Rehabilitation (IRRR).   

The Prospector’s Loop is a major ATV trail initiative in St. Louis and its neighbor to the east, Lake County.  

The route uses existing forest roads and designated trails to connect ATV users to communities, State 

Parks and other destinations.  The route is many miles long and is administered by a non-profit group, 

the Trail Prospector’s Alliance.  Communities it connects to in St. Louis County include Ely, Embarrass, 

Babbitt and Tower.   

The Stony Spur II Trail begins in Babbitt and runs almost 25 miles eastward into Lake County, just south 

of Bear Island State Forest. The trail follows the diverse landscape through stands of aspen and cedar. 

There are a few stream and water crossings. The trail is maintained by the City of Babbitt and the 

Babbitt ATV/Snowmobile Club.  

Jackpot Trail. This 30-mile trail loops off the Stony Spur 2 Trail or can be ridden as a stand-alone trail 

starting at the Dunka River Road parking lot. The trail follows some forest roads before diving off into 

the woods along the loop. It travels alongside wetlands, parallels the Roaring Stony River, and goes 

through large Pine stands as well as Birch, Maple, and Aspen woods. This trail is provided by the City of 

Babbitt and maintained by the Babbitt ATV/Snowmobile Club.  Much of the trail is in Lake County. 

Voyageurs Country ATV is an organization seeking to promote OHV use and route improvements in far 

northern St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching County – the area surrounding Voyageurs National 

Park.  The Club has over 900 members and holds group rides and other events.  They work with land 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/ohv/index.html
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managers, road administrators, elected officials and others to expand riding opportunities.  Recent 

initiatives include expanding their club further into Koochiching County and constructing a bridge over 

the Vermilion River to connect two significant riding areas.  Voyageur Country ATV has a recently 

developed a master plan outlining all of their initiatives for the future.  The system is described as: “The 

Voyageur Country ATV trail system traverses most of northern St. Louis County and connects several 

communities, including Kabetogama, Ash Lake, Nett Lake, Gheen, Buyck, Ely, Cook, Orr, and Glendale. 

Proposed routes are scattered throughout the existing trail system and will also extend into Koochiching 

County to reach the communities of Littlefork, Ericsburg, and International Falls.  Except for a few paved 

roads, nearly the entire existing system utilizes gravel county roads, single lane forest roads, and wooded 

trails. Proposed sections will also mainly use county roads and logging routes. In addition to the ATV 

routes, several scenic overlook areas are also proposed.”  

The plan can be reviewed at http://dms.gmrptcommission.org/uploads/applications/17-0220-

D/Voyageur%20Master%20Plan_02-08-18_0a5316.pdf. 

The Quad Cities ATV Club recently formed.  The group has been holding group rides, establishing in-city 

routes in Mt. Iron, Virginia, Eveleth, and Gilbert, working with land managers and road administrators to 

develop designated routes between Eveleth and Virginia and the Big Aspen area and Pfeiffer Lake 

Campground, and supporting efforts to connect OHV routes to the Tower area and the Prospector Loop.   

Northern Traxxx is a club centered on the Hibbing/Chisholm area.  Its efforts include providing safety 

training for riders and promoting responsibility.  They work with the City of Chisholm to administer the 

Chisholm Trail connecting Buck Lake (Itasca County) and Side Lake to the City of Chisholm.  Expansion of 

the trail is a goal and could be accomplished by improving the Taconite Trail to allow summer use.  That 

improvement is being proposed for 2019.  There is an overall goal to connect Chisholm to the Quad 

Cities area.    

Ranger Snowmobile and ATV Club administers an ATV/OHM trail between Hoyt Lakes and Biwabik.  The 

club is interested in extending the trail west to Gilbert, connecting it to the State’s OHV park there.  They 

are also working with the Forest Service to connect Hoyt Lakes to the Jackpot grant-in-aid ATV trail to 

the northeast at Babbitt, accessing the Prospectors Loop.  

Additional OHV trails in St. Louis and northeast Koochiching County include: 

• Big Aspen Trail. There are about 20 miles of trail administered by the USFS at Big Aspen, north of 

Virginia.  ATV use is allowed May 1 to November 20 each year.   

• Genoa Trail. This three-mile trail begins near Eveleth and ends at the Sherwood Forest 

Campground in Gilbert.  From the campground riders can access the Iron Range OHV State 

Recreation Area.  The trail is maintained by the Eveleth-Gilbert Joint Powers Trail Board. 

• Tower Multi-Use Trail.  A two-mile trail connecting the City of Tower to the McKinley public 

beach and campground.  The trail allows ATVs and OHMs.  It is maintained by the City of Tower 

and the MnDNR.   

• Alborn-Pengilly Railroad Trail.  This trail runs for 39 miles between Pengilly, in Itasca County, and 

Alborn, in southern St. Louis County.  Traveling on an abandoned railroad grade though 

wetlands and forests.  Old railroad trestles cross above multiple streams.  Trail maintenance is 

provided by the Itasca County and the Range Riders ATV Club.  ATVs only.   

http://dms.gmrptcommission.org/uploads/applications/17-0220-D/Voyageur%20Master%20Plan_02-08-18_0a5316.pdf
http://dms.gmrptcommission.org/uploads/applications/17-0220-D/Voyageur%20Master%20Plan_02-08-18_0a5316.pdf
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• A very small portion of ATV/OHM trails in the Fond du Lac State Forest are located in St. Louis 

County south of Floodwood.  Trails are maintained by the MnDNR.   

There is a purpose-built ORV trail near Eveleth.  Mesabi Mountain has four miles of trails for off road 

trucks and Jeeps.  There are numerous rock obstacles and scenic overlooks.  Proper equipment is 

advised.  The trail is provided by the Eveleth-Gilbert Joint Powers Trail Board and maintained by the 

Northern Minnesota Jeepers.   

Another initiative in the area is the Border to Border Touring Trail.  This proposed facility would use 

existing facilities to connect the North Shore of Lake Superior and Minnesota’s western border for 

highway-licensed, 4-wheel drive, high-clearance vehicles.  Some vehicles could also be ORV registered.  

Planners are seeking to connect the route to communities and services such as fuel, food, and lodging.  

Future efforts could include the creation of loops and spur trails.  This effort is being led by the MnDNR, 

the National Off-Highway Vehicle Conservation Council, and the Minnesota 4-Wheel Drive Association.   

St. Louis County, Koochiching County, and some Townships in the plan area allow ATVs to ride on many 

of the roads they administer.  This allows for good connections between trail systems and adds miles of 

riding opportunities.  It also allows access into many ATV-friendly communities that can provide, food, 

lodging, and services to ATV enthusiasts.   

Regarding snowmobiles, St. Louis and northeast Koochiching County are well represented.  There are 

four major State Trails designed for snowmobiles in St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching County.   

• The David Dill/Arrowhead Trail extends 135 miles from three miles south of International Falls to 

its intersection with the Taconite Trail near Tower.  The MnDNR maintains the trail. 

• The Taconite State Trail extends from Grand Rapids in Itasca County to Ely, in eastern St. Louis 

County (165 miles).  It is maintained by the MnDNR. 

• The C.J. Ramstad/North Shore State Trail runs through southeast St. Louis County from Duluth 

then heading up the North Shore in Lake and Cook Counties.   

• The Willard Munger State Trail is operated by the MnDNR in the City of Duluth and is not in this 

plan’s area. 

Other snowmobile trails in the plan area are administered through cooperative agreements between 

the MnDNR, counties, cities, and snowmobile clubs.  These grant-in-aid trails are numerous in both St. 

Louis County and northeast Koochiching County, connecting almost every community and destination, 

north, south, east, and west.  Connections to lodging, fuel, and food businesses are often defined and 

promoted by communities.  These trails are most often maintained by one of the plan area’s clubs.  

Many clubs have concerns about maintenance budgets.  Maintaining bridges, signs, encroaching brush 

can be expensive and time consuming.  Clubs often feel that they are underfunded.  Information about 

the trails and clubs can be found on the MnDNR’s snowmobile website.  

www.dnr.state.mn.us/snowmobiling 

Finally, an additional snowmobile trail system is administered by Voyageurs National Park.  The Park 

grooms and maintains trails, often on frozen lake surfaces, that connect all corners of the area.  These 

Trails are referenced by a color system.  Rainy Lake/Black Bay to Kabetogama Lake, Ash River, and Crane 

Lake (Green Trail), International Falls to Kettle Falls (Purple Trail), Chain of Lake (Black Dashed Trail), Ash 

River to Kettle Falls (Yellow Trail), East Namakan Lake to Sand Point Lake (Blue Trail), and Rudder Bay 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/snowmobiling
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(Orange Trail).  Note that the National Park has different rules than most Minnesota snowmobile trails in 

that speed limits are set at 45mph on frozen lakes and 25mph over land/portages.  Speed signs are 

maintained.   

Recommended Improvements 

A. OHVs 

1. Support continue development and promotion of the Prospector’s Loop. 

i. Responsible Party: ATV Clubs, communities, land managers, road administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

 

2. Support the expansion of ATV trails/routes in the Voyageur Country area of northeast 

Koochiching County and far north St. Louis County.  Include connections between 

Kabetogama and International Falls.   

i. Responsible Party: Voyageur Country ATV, Tourism Agencies, Land Managers, 

Road Administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2021 

 

3. Support ATV trail expansion and connections in the Quad Cities and East Range areas, 

to each other, to Big Aspen, and to Babbitt, Tower, and Ely. 

i. Responsible Party: ATV Clubs, Cities, Land Managers, Road Administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2019   

 

4. Support ATV trail improvements in the Chisholm area, including expansion of the 

Chisholm Trail, connecting it to the Quad Cities. 

i. Responsible Party: Northern Traxx, Communities, Land Managers, Road 

Administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2019 

 

5. Promote ATV opportunities in southwest St. Louis County.  Center route identification 

around the Alborn-Pengilly Railroad Trail and use rural County, local, and forest roads to 

create a network of ATV routes in the Floodwood, Meadowlands, Brookston, Cotton, 

and Alborn Areas.  Connections to Fond du Lac State Forest ATV trails in nearby Carlton 

County could be explored. 

i. Responsible Party: ATV club to be determined, road administrators, 

communities, land managers 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeline Goal: 2030 

 

6. Participate in planning and implementing the Border to Border Trail system in the 

area.  Assist in the identification of routes and help to promote public input 

opportunities.   
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i. Responsible Party: Clubs, Communities, Land Managers, Road Administrators 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2020 

 

B. Snowmobiles 

1. Continue to support and promote snowmobile trails and associated facilities. 

i. Responsible Party: Multiple administrators 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

 

2. Work to identify additional funding for trail clubs for enhanced maintenance on grant-

in-aid trails. 

i. Responsible Party: Multiple administrators, State of Minnesota 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

 

3. Implement the Taconite State Trail Master Plan. 

i. Responsible Party: MnDNR 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 
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Premiere Multi-Use Facility –  
The Mesabi Trailtm 

Walking, Running, Biking, Rolling 

The Mesabi Trail is a paved multiuse trail, primarily non-motorized, running from Grand Rapids to Ely, 

Minnesota. The Trail is planned to stretch 160 miles in Itasca and St. Louis Counties, between the 

Mississippi River and the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness.  Connecting 28 communities, it is one 

of the longest paved trails in the United States. It covers extensive terrain in the Mesabi and Vermilion 

Iron Ranges, connecting with tourism centers, outdoor recreation facilities, and historic sites. The majority 

of the planned trail has been built (128 miles), although some major sections to the east are still in 

development, including segments between Aurora and Hoyt Lakes, Embarrass and Tower, and West of 

Ely, totaling approximately 35 miles. Owned and operated by the St. Louis and Lake Counties Regional 

Railroad Authority (RRA) and the Itasca County Regional Rail Authority, the trail’s first section was 

constructed in 1996.  About 96 miles of the trail’s constructed sections and 35 miles of unconstructed 

section are in St. Louis County.   

Partially built on old railroad beds, old logging and mining roads, trail users will find a 10 foot wide 

bituminous surface (asphalt paving) that takes visitors past the edges of the open pit mines of the Iron 

Range, and areas abundant with wildlife, nature and the rich heritage of hearty pioneers. The trail 

accommodates summer activities such as biking, inline skating, hiking, or walking. Winter activities may 

include fat-tire biking, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing and winter hiking. Some portions of the trail 

offer snowmobile access. Many campgrounds and local parks are easily accessible from the trail. Food, 

lodging, shopping, golfing, swimming, canoeing, and fishing are all in close proximity to segments of the 

trail, with communities and services available near all 

entry points. The Mesabi Trail is envisioned to be 

noted for its national draw while connecting 

communities through recreation and contributing to a 

strong Iron Range tourism economy.  

The Mesabi Trail Master Plan was completed in 

conjunction with this plan.  It can be reviewed at: 

www.ardc.org/mesabitrailmasterplanupdate.   

The trail is supported by an associated non-profit 

organization, Club Mesabi.  The Club’s mission is to 

promote and support the Mesabi Trail and educate 

and advocate for use of the trail as a part of a healthy 

lifestyle.  Club Mesabi is the host of the annual Great 

River Energy Mesabi Trail Tour held every August.   

The Mesabi Trail requires people using wheeled 

devices (other than devices assisting people with 

limited mobility) to purchase a pass when on the trail.  

The pass is very reasonably priced and supports the 

trail.   

file://///ardc-fs/Regional/CURRENT%20PROJECTS/TRANSPORTATION/Northern%20St.%20Louis%20and%20Northeast%20Koochiching%20County%20Trails%20Plan%20%23130170/Document/www.ardc.org/mesabitrailmasterplanupdate
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Additional trail construction is scheduled in multiple segments in the next few years.  The table below 

describes those efforts.  

Mesabi Trail Construction Information 

Segment Name Distance Scheduled Construction Year 

McKinley to Biwabik 5.5 miles 2019 

Giant's Ridge to Embarrass 10 miles Under construction - 2019 

Embarrass to County Road 26 6.5 miles 2019 

County Road 26 to Tower 6 miles Not Scheduled to Date 

Old Highway 169 to Eagles Nest 3 miles 2 miles complete, 1 mile in 2020 

Wolf Creek to Ely 5 miles 2019-2021 

 

Recommended Improvements 

A. Mesabi Trail 

1. Complete the trail by constructing the missing sections.  Currently, there are multiple 

gaps in the Mesabi Trail.   These are primarily in St. Louis County, on the east end of the 

system, between Biwabik and Ely.  There are several planned construction projects in 

the next few years that will address many of the gaps. 

i. Responsible Party: St. Louis and Lake County Regional Rail Authority 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2026 

 

2. Continue to maintain the trail and its associated facilities at a high level.  Some 

sections of the Mesabi Trail are over 20 years old.  Pavement maintenance, as well as 

maintenance of parking lots, information kiosks, and other components is important in 

providing good resident and visitor experiences when using the trail.   

i. Responsible Party: St. Louis and Lake County Regional Rail Authority 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 
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3. Seek to develop safe routes connecting the Mesabi Trail to residences and businesses 

in communities around the trail.  In particular, seek connecting routes to downtown 

businesses and businesses/facilities that can benefit from tourism.  Restaurants, 

convenience stores, lodging, and campgrounds should all be addressed.  Appendix A of 

this document contains the recommendations of a routing study that was completed as 

part of this planning process.  It recommends where new trails, roadway improvements, 

and new signage could safely facilitate movements of pedestrians, bicyclists, and trail 

users between the trail and businesses.   

i. Responsible Party: Participating Communities, St. Louis and Lake County 

Regional Rail Authority, perhaps MnDOT, perhaps St. Louis County Public Works 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2024 
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Premiere Multi-Use Facility –  
Giants Ridge 

Mountain Biking, Paved Trail, Winter Biking, Skiing 

Giants Ridge is a family vacation destination, located Superior National Forest on the eastern end of the 
Mesabi Iron Range.  Giants Ridge offers four-season recreation for every level of outdoor enthusiast. 
 
In the summer Giants Ridge offers swimming, boating, fishing, rock climbing, mountain biking, and 
hiking.  It is also a hub for the Mesabi Trail.  There are 25 miles of trails allowing mountain biking, 
consisting of wider cross-country ski trails, snowmobile trails, and abandoned logging roads.  The facility 
opened a system of purpose-built gravity mountain bike trails in 2018.  It includes three trails and is 
served by an express chairlift.  The trails run in difficulty from beginner advanced.  The goal is to have 10 
to 12 miles of gravity trails at Giant’s Ridge.  The communities surrounding Giants Ridge are interested in 
connecting to Giants Ridge via mountain bike trails as well, connecting even more tourism services and 
residents to the site. 
 
In the winter, Giants Ridge offers 35 downhill ski runs, over 60 km of groomed nordic ski trails and a 
snowboarding terrain park.  Winter biking is also offered, generally occurring parallel to the cross-
country ski trails.   
 
The unique thing about Giants Ridge in the northern portion of St. Louis County is the services offered 
on site.  A variety of lodging, restaurants, equipment sales, rentals, and repairs, wedding and meeting 
venues, even a spa and salon, make it a full service trail destination. 
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Recommended Improvements 

A. Giants Ridge 

1. Add additional mountain bike trails.  The current system is adventurous but fairly small.  

Continue to seek funding and construct a variety of mountain bike trail types at Giants 

Ridge. 

i. Responsible Party: Giants Ridge, IRRR, Iron Range Off -Road Cyclists 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2020 

 

2. Work to connect trail systems to nearby communities.  Create partnership with the 

communities to construct trails of all types to connect Giants Ridge with the services the 

communities offer. Mountain bike connector trails have been specifically sought.     

i. Responsible Party: Giants Ridge, IRRR, Iron Range Off -Road Cyclists, 

Communities 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2022 
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Trail Hubs 
Trail hubs can be defined as locations that provide access to trails as well as some form of related amenity, 

such as parking or an information kiosk.  There are a great variety of trail hubs, ranging from simple parking 

lots to full buildings with restrooms and other services.  In this process two tiers of trail hub have been 

defined.   

A Tier A Trail Hub should have the following: 

• Access to at least two trail systems with multiple uses 

• Information, including maps and emergency contacts, as well as directions to support services, 

such as fuel 

• Restrooms or directions to nearby public restrooms 

• Adequate parking for vehicles, and in some cases, vehicles with trailers 

• A plan for continued maintenance and improvements 

Hubs that cannot meet those criteria would be classified as a Tier B Trail Hub. 

Existing Tier A Trail Hubs, or potential/planned Tier A Trail Hubs. Generally moving north to south in the 

plan area, Trail A Hubs include: 

• Rainy Lake Visitors Center, Voyageurs National Park 

o Connections-paddling, motorboat, snowmobile, XC Ski, paved trail, snowshoe, and 

potential for winter biking 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, rentals (ski, snowshoe), fuel? Winter & 

Summer? 

• Ranier - Waterfront (potential) 

o Connections-paddling, motorboat, paved trail/road bike route, snowmobile, potential 

for winter biking 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, fuel, food 

• Kerry Park, International Falls 

o Connections-Snowmobile, ATV (planned), road bike (planned) 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, fuel 

• Kabetogama Visitors Center, Voyageurs National Park 

o Connections-paddling, motorboat, hiking, ATV?, nearby fuel, lodging, restaurants 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, rentals?, fuel?  Summer only 

• Ash River Visitors Center, Voyageurs National Park 

o Connections-paddling, motorboat, hiking, ATV? 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, rentals? Fuel? Summer only 

• Crane Lake Community Center (potential) 

o Potential Connections-paddling, motorboat, hiking, ATV, snowmobile, winter biking 

o Potential Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, fuel 

• City of Orr Visitor Center 

o Connections – Snowmobile, hiking, ATV (potential), gravel biking, potential for winter 

biking 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, and nearby fuel, lodging, restaurants 
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• Ely Trailhead (proposed) 

o Connections (proposed)-road bike, ATV, snowmobile, hiking (future North Country trail) 

o Amenities (proposed)-parking, restrooms, bike repair station, other? 

• Tower/Soudan (potential) 

o Potential Connections-road bike, snowmobile, ATV 

o Potential Amenities-parking, information, playground, historical display 

• Fortune Bay Resort and Casino 

o Connections-road bike, snowmobile 

o Amenities-rest rooms, hotel, marina, camping, information - kayak, canoe, and bike 

rentals 

• Laurentian Divide Wayside (USFS) (north of Virginia) 

o Connections-mountain bike, hiking, xc skiing 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms (summer), information, nearby snowmobile trail (not set 

up for trailer parking) 

• Virginia Trail Hub and Visitor Center (proposed) 

o Connections (proposed)-road bike, ATV, snowmobile 

o Amenities (proposed)-parking, information, scenic views 

• Mesabi Station, Mesabi Trail Office, Iron Range Tourism Office 

o Connections-road bike, ATV, ORV, snowmobile 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information 

• Giants Ridge 

o Connections-xc skiing, road bike, mountain bike, winter biking, snowmobile, snowshoe, 

hiking 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, lodging, restaurants, rentals, repairs, information 

• Biwabik – West Community Entrance 

o Connections-paved trail, snowmobile, ATV, mountain bike (potential) 

o Amenities-parking, information, porta-potty.. Significant space available for 

improvement. 

• Gilbert – Lake Ore-B-Gone 

o Connections-paved trail, OHV, snowmobile 

o Amenities-information, parking, porta-potty, camping, picnic shelter 

• Minnesota Discovery Center/St. Louis County Fairgrounds (Chisholm) 

o Connections-road biking, snowmobile (nearby), mountain biking (planned), ATV 

(potential) 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information, camping (potential) 

• Greyhound Bus Museum (Hibbing) 

o Connections-road biking, snowmobile 

o Potential amenities-parking, restrooms, information 

• Floodwood/Alborn/Meadowlands (potential for a site to be determined) 

o Potential Connections-ATV, snowmobile, paddling, gravel biking 

o Potential Amenities-to be determined 

• McQuade Safe Harbor (Duluth) 

o Connections-road biking, paddling 

o Amenities-parking, restrooms, information? 



Iron Range Tourism 

 

38 

• Hermantown/Proctor (potential for a site to be determined, possibly Keane Creek Park or the 

undeveloped North Proctor Park) 

o Potential Future Connections-road biking (future), hiking, snowshoe 

o Potential Amenities-to be determined 

Tier B Trail Hubs are sprinkled throughout the plan area.  Many communities have small parks or trail 

parking areas with information.  Some of these sites could be improved and upgraded to Tier A Hubs if 

desired.  Tier B Hubs are too numerous to inventory and describe in this document, but it is noted that 

nearly every community in the area has one of some kind.   

Recommended Improvements 

A. Trail Hubs 

1. Ensure that trail hubs have consistent 

information.  Trail hub administrators 

should make sure that the information at 

their trail hubs includes maps, safety 

information, directions to nearby 

businesses and services, and contact 

information for nearby tourism 

organizations. 

i. Responsible Party: Hub 

administrators, communities, 

tourism agencies 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2020 

 

2. Develop the proposed Ely trail hub.  The 

City of Ely has designed a trail hub facility 

that is proposed to be constructed at the 

City’s western entrance.  The facility 

would have information, restrooms, and 

parking.  It would be an access point for 

the future Mesabi Trail (proposed for 

2019 construction), the existing Trezona 

Trail (paved), the existing Taconite State 

Trail (snowmobile, ATV), and other 

existing snowmobile trails. 

i. Responsible Party: City of Ely, St. 

Louis and Lake County Regional 

Rail Authority (Mesabi Trail), Trail Prospectors Alliance, Ely Igloo Snowmobile 

Club, MnDNR (Taconite State Trail) 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal 2019 

 

The proposed Ely trail hub includes several 

amenities for trail users. (Courtesy of the City of Ely 

and TKDA) 
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3. Develop a Tier A Trail Hub in the Tower/Soudan Area.  Multiple trail systems meet in 

the Tower/Soudan area, including the Mesabi Trail, Hoo Doo Point Trail, McKinley Park 

Trail, Taconite State Trail, other snowmobile trails, and the proposed Lake Vermilion 

Trail.  The Lake Vermilion/Soudan Underground Mine State Park hiking trails are nearby 

as well.  A trail hub location should be identified and developed.  

i. Responsible Party: City of Tower, Breitung Township, MnDNR, Lake Vermilion 

Trail advocates, St. Louis and Lake County Regional Rail Authority (Mesabi Trail), 

Vermilion Penguin Snowmobile Club 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2026 

 

4. Develop a Tier A Trail Hub in Virginia.  Multiple trail systems cross the newly 

constructed Highway 53 bridge in Virginia, including the Mesabi Trail, a snowmobiles 

trail, and an ATV trail.  The City of Virginia is examining the possibility of developing a 

trail hub, mine view, and information center near the bridge.  This plan supports the 

development of such a facility. 

i. Responsible Party: City of Virginia 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2022 

 

5. Improve the Trail Hub in Biwabik.  The current trail hub in Biwabik has ample parking, is 

connected to snowmobile trails and the Mesabi Trail and is near community businesses 

to serve trail users.  Developing a mountain bike trail system that is connected to Giants 

Ridge would make this site even more valuable.  Amenities could be expanded at the 

site. 

i. Responsible Party: City of Biwabik, Giants Ridge, bike clubs, St. Louis and Lake 

County Regional Rail Authority (Mesabi Trail), East Range Trails (snowmobile), 

Iron Range tourism 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2024 

 

6. Develop a Trail Hub in the Hibbing Area.  This hub could serve the Mesabi Trail and 

local snowmobile trails.  The site of the Trail Hub could be a part of the existing 

Greyhound Bus Museum and/or the new Hull Rust Mine overlook on the northern end 

of the City. 

i. Responsible Party: St. Louis and Lake County Regional Rail Authority, 

snowmobile clubs, Greyhound Bus Museum, City of Hibbing 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2023 
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7. Develop a Trail Hub in the Floodwood, Meadowlands, Brookston, Alborn Area.  This 

hub would primarily serve motorized trail uses including snowmobiling and ATVs.  The 

Alborn-Pengilly Railroad Trail, multiple snowmobile trails, and Fond du Lac State Forest 

trails.  It could also serve paddlers on the St. Louis and Whiteface Rivers and gravel bike 

riding enthusiasts.   

i. Responsible Party: Community leaders, MnDNR, multiple snowmobile clubs 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2026 

 

8. Develop a Trail Hub in the Hermantown and Proctor Area.  A hub in this area would 

potentially serve the existing snowmobile trail, a future paved trail, a future ATV trail, 

and future hiking trails.  Keane Creek Park could potentially play a role in a hub facility as 

could North Proctor Park. 

i. Responsible Party: Community leaders, the Over the Hill Nightriders 

Snowmobile Club, area ATV clubs, the Metropolitan Interstate Council 

ii. Priority: Medium 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2026 
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A satellite emergency beacon Custom location sign National grid sign 

Trail Safety 
The trails in the plan area access some very wild country, often putting users miles away from 

communities and roads.  This is one factor in why the trails in this area are popular with residents and 

visitors.  This also creates some unique safety factors.  Even if help can be summoned to the scene, trail 

incidents with injuries can be very difficult for emergency workers to find and access.  Users that go for 

help sometimes struggle to accurately describe where the incident occurred, confused by the urgency of 

the situation.   

There are options for addressing this issue on trails.  Encouraging users to carry satellite-based 

communication devices that can summon emergency personnel to an incident with the single push of a 

button is one approach.  Devices with satellite connections can be expensive to purchase and additional 

charges occur when the device is used to communicate, however, making this option infeasible to many 

trail users.   

Implementing a coordinated trail location sign system that is integrated into the emergency response 

process would be another idea.  This would involve placing small signs periodically on trails that have a 

short code on them, “CL-15,” for example.  When an incident occurs, a trail user would use their mobile 

phone to call 911.  They would tell the 911 operator that the incident occurred near sign CL-15.  The 

operator would use their previously created database to find CL-15’s coordinates, which would be relayed 

to emergency responders that would use GPS to find CL-15 and the incident site.  The issues with this 

system include the fact that mobile phone service in the plan area can be inconsistent and many areas, 

particularly in far northern St. Louis County, simply do not have coverage.  Another issue is that this type 

of system requires many, many signs that must be developed, placed, and maintained.  With the number 

of trail miles in the plan area, this task could be very expensive and time consuming.   

Another possibility is to participate in the U.S. National Grid Trail Marker System.  This idea has been 

implemented in neighboring Lake County.  It involves coding signs with a standardized location code that 

is more accurate than simple latitude and longitude coordinates.  The signs are placed on trails at strategic 

locations and users can call 911 with the code if there is an incident.  Since it is a standardized system, the 

codes can be interpreted quickly without having have a specific database of sign numbers.  The issues 

with this system include a lack of mobile phone coverage, expense of sign installation and maintenance, 

and a larger, more confusing sign.    
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Other trail safety factors include education and training, particularly for motorized trail users, proper 

trail maintenance, and alcohol and drug impairment of users.  Another component is having trained 

emergency responders and ensuring those responders having the proper equipment for the situation.   

Recommended Improvements 

A. Trail Signage 

1. Work to implement the US National Grid Trail Marker system.  Trail administrators 

should work with emergency managers to develop and place the standard grid marker 

system.  Signs should be placed at trail hubs, parking lots, trail intersections, and other 

pertinent points.   

i. Responsible Party: trail administrators, St. Louis and Koochiching County 

emergency managers, clubs, communities, trail hub administrators.   

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2021 

 

B. Other Safety Considerations 

1. Continue safe practices and take advantage of education opportunities when 

available.  Trail administrators and affiliated clubs should continue to ensure that trail 

users are being safe.  Administrators and clubs should take advantage of safety 

education opportunities, trainings, and grants when appropriate.  

i. Responsible Party: trail administrators, clubs, trail users, communities 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

 

2. Assist law enforcement agencies to prevent and address purposeful trail damage or 

unsafe conditions.  Trail users and clubs should make an asserted, open effort to help 

law enforcement and administrators to prevent trail damage and enforce damage laws 

when necessary.  Clubs should create a culture within their membership that requires 

trail responsibility.  Trail users should be empowered through education to report 

damage and identify people doing the damage.   

i. Responsible Party: Law enforcement, users, clubs, communities 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 
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Trail Promotion 
St. Louis and northeast Koochiching Counties are home to organizations that can promote the use of the 

area’s trails.  Attracting tourists to use the trails brings economic benefits with expenditures for lodging, 

camping, fuel, repairs, rentals, and restaurants and food.  Some trails include a fee component, with the 

funds being directed to trail maintenance.   

Marketing organizations in the plan area include Visit Proctor, Iron Range Tourism Bureau, the 

International Falls, Rainy Lake and Ranier Convention and Visitors Bureau, Lake Vermilion Resort and 

Tourism Association, the Orr-Pelican Lake Association, Crane Lake Association, and multiple Chambers of 

Commerce.  Additional organizations include the plan area in their wider scope of trail promotion, 

including Explore Minnesota and the Heart of the Continent Partnership (traveltheheart.org).   

Trail promotion in the plan area should be done in a wide, collaborative, and strategic way.  Trail systems 

often cross promotional zones.  Large systems of trails should be cooperatively promoted by multiple 

organizations.  Some examples of this opportunity are listed below 

The rapidly expanding mountain bike trail systems in northeast Minnesota could create a true destination 

that attracts riders from national and even international locations.  The region will soon have enough 

miles and variety of trails that can keep visitors in the area for extended vacations.  Existing sites and 

proposed trail systems are located in Grand Marais and Tofte in Cook County, the Split Rock area in Lake 

County, Duluth, Cloquet, Grand Rapids/Cohasset, Hibbing, Chisholm, Virginia, Giants Ridge and Ely.  

Organizing the administrators of these trails, bike related businesses and the organizations promoting the 

trails into a single cohesive voice could drive the area to being a national and international destination.   

Winter biking is a unique opportunity as well.  Winter bike sales are rapidly increasing.  With the Region’s 

full winters and extensive trail systems, northeast Minnesota is in a good position to be a winter biking 

destination.  More winter biking trails are being groomed each year.  Currently winter biking is being 

groomed on the North Shore, Duluth, and Giants Ridge.  Additional opportunities are many, including 

Voyageurs National Park area, and systems in Hibbing, Chisholm, Virginia, portions of the Mesabi Trail and 

others.  Developing a large system of winter biking trails could make northeast Minnesota a unique 

destination, even to go as far as making it the “Winter Biking Capital of the World.”  Organizing the 

administrators of these trails, bike related businesses and the organizations promoting the trails into a 

single cohesive voice could drive the area to being a destination.   

ATV systems are also growing.  The network of rideable trails and roads is extensive.  Regional promoting 

systems such as Voyageur ATV, the Prospector’s Loop, Quad Cities, Chisholm, and southwest St. Louis 

County are generally integrated and offers miles of routes.  Regionally promoting these opportunities 

could have strong economic benefits. 
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Recommended Improvements 

A. Promotion 

1. Seek to regionally promote the area’s trail systems.  Organize and review existing 

promotions, identify new ideas, and implement new campaigns on a regional basis.  

Specifically seek out collaborations around mountain biking, winter biking, and ATVs.   

i. Responsible Party: trail administrators, promotion agencies, trail clubs, 

communities. 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: 2021 

 

2. Continue to promote all trails in the plan area.  Promotion agencies should continue to 

promote the Region’s trails as part of outreach to potential visitors.   

i. Responsible Party: trail administrators, promotion agencies, trail clubs, 

communities. 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

 

3. Consider participating in the Heart of the Continent Partnership.  Trail administrators, 

promotion agencies, trail clubs, and communities should review the mission of the Heart 

of the Continent Partnership and consider participating in its efforts and supporting its 

work.  Review www.traveltheheart.org to determine if it can be a promotional tool for 

regional efforts.  

i. Responsible Party: trail administrators, promotion agencies, trail clubs, 

communities. 

ii. Priority: High 

iii. Timeframe Goal: Ongoing 

 

 

 

  

http://www.traveltheheart.org/
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Trail Related Entities/Facilities 
St. Louis and northeast Koochiching Counties are home to trails with many allowed uses including hiking, 

biking, skiing, ATVing, four-wheeling, snowmobiling, horse riding, paddling and more. Part of this network 

are trail affiliated sites and services, including campgrounds, lodging, and outfitters. The following section 

describes trail affiliated facilities and services within the study area.  

Voyageurs National Park, located within St. Louis and Koochiching Counties, is Minnesota’s only 
National Park.  Established in 1975, the park is named for the voyageurs – French Canadian fur traders 
that were the first Europeans to the visit the area.  The park is unique in that it is primarily a water-
based facility.  Visitors use canoes, kayaks, motorboats and houseboats to explore the area and access 
camp sites.  Winter visitors use skis, snowshoes, and snowmobiles to travel the frozen waterways and 
snow-covered trails.  The Park is about 218,000 acres in size and in 2016, the park hosted 241,912 
visitors.1  The National Park Service maintains water-based campsites, trails with multiple allowed uses, 
boat ramps, visitor centers at Black Bay, Kabetogama, and Ash River, a Ranger Station at Crane Lake, and 
a Park Headquarters in International Falls.  There are interpretive programs regarding history, geology 
and natural resources.  A tour boat operates in the park and the historic Kettle Falls Motel is operated by 
a concessionaire.  Fishing for walleye, northern pike, smallmouth bass, panfish and other species is 
noted to be very good and fishing guides are available in the communities around the park.  Resorts, 
campgrounds, and trail systems are operated by other agencies and private parties just outside the 
Park’s boundaries, creating a multi-faceted recreation destination.  Houseboats rented from businesses 
outside the park are popular in Voyageurs.  In winter, snowmobile and cross-country ski trails are 
maintained and the Park plows and maintains an ice road into the Park from the Rainy Lake Visitors 
Center when conditions allow.  Visiting the Park does not require a fee unless a campsite is being used.  
Campsites can be reserved. 

Established in 1909, the Superior National Forest is known for its boreal forest ecosystem, numerous lakes, 

and a colorful cultural history. The Forest provides for a diverse community of plants and animals as well 

as products for human needs. Popular recreational activities include fishing, hunting, camping, canoeing, 

swimming, hiking, snowmobiling, and skiing. The USDA Forest Service maintains many hiking trails ranging 

from short interpretative paths to mid-length and long distance trails that facilitate an overnight camping 

experience. The Superior National Forest also facilitates many water routes by maintaining numerous 

portages inside and outside of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Additionally, the USDA Forest 

Service allows All-Terrain Vehicles (ATV) and/or Off Highway Vehicles’ (OHV) on designated routes 

specified on the Superior National Forest Motor Vehicle Use Map. Some trails are maintained through a 

partnership between the Superior National Forest, other entities and user groups. These include 

snowmobile trails maintained by user groups and the State of Minnesota, cross country ski trails 

maintained by collaborations of volunteer clubs and associations in partnership with the Forest. Finally, it 

is noted that the Superior National Forest maintains a network of facilities and infrastructure that supports 

trail use, including parking areas, campgrounds, access roads, scenic overlooks, interpretive waysides, 

canoe and boat accesses, and ranger stations.  

The Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW) is a unique area located in the northern third of 

the Superior National Forest. Over one million acres in size, it extends nearly 150 miles along the 

International Boundary adjacent to Canada’s Quetico Provincial Park and is bordered on the west by 

                                                           
1 "NPS Annual Recreation Visits Report". National Park Service. Retrieved 2017-02-09. 

https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/Reports/National
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Voyageurs National Park. The BWCAW contains over 1,200 miles of canoe routes, 12 hiking trails and over 

2,000 designated campsites. Wilderness permits are required to camp in the BWCAW from May 1 through 

September 30 and can be reserved in advance. Free day-use permits are available at all entry points and 

Ranger Stations for those not camping in the Wilderness. Self-issue permits (available at no cost) are 

required in other months. Summer users must enter the BWCAW at a designated entry point determined 

by their permit. BWCAW routes are not designated - in general, users can go where they please once they 

depart from the designated entry point. Motor boats (with horsepower restrictions) are allowed a few 

wilderness lakes within St. Louis County – motors must stay within designated areas. Day use by motor 

boats requires a special permit that also can be reserved through the Forest’s reservation system. 

Snowmobiles, ATVs, bicycles and horses are banned.  Paddling, hiking, skiing, skijouring, and dog sleds are 

allowed.   

Bear Head Lake State Park was established in 1961 and is located about three miles south of Highway 

169/1 near Ely.  This over 4,000-acre park is home to many campsites for RV/trailers and tents as well 

some hike-to sites and water access sites.  Fishing, boating, canoeing, swimming, and wildlife watching 

are popular activities.  The Park maintains hiking and cross-country skiing trails.  The Taconite State Trail, 

primarily maintained for snowmobiles, crosses through the area and a parking area for the Taconite is 

maintained in the Park.  Watercraft are available for rent in the Park.   

Lake Vermilion – Soudan Underground Mine State Park is also just over 4,000 acres in size.  The mine 

component of the Park surrounds the Soudan Underground Mine, which is no longer producing iron ore, 

but provides visitors with the history of the site in its museum and in the mine itself, 0.5 miles 

underground. The mine is also now home to a unique science laboratory.  The recently acquired Lake 

Vermilion portion of the park is still developing its facilities, but as of 2017, a variety of campsites are now 

available, the paved, non-motorized Mesabi Trail crosses through the Park, hiking trails have been 

developed, boat ramps, and picnic facilities are in place.  The Park is located just outside of Soudan, off of 

Highway 169/1.   

McCarthy Beach State Park is located on the far west edge of St. Louis County at Side Lake, northwest of 

Chisholm.  Established in 1945, it has a forested, hilly landscape and accesses several different lakes.  The 

large, natural beach on Sturgeon Lake gives the park its name.  It offers fishing, swimming, picnicking, and 

camping.  Many miles of trails allow a wide variety of uses, including hiking, mountain biking (not purpose 

built), snowmobiling, horseback riding.  The Taconite Trail crosses through the Park and trail connections 

are provided.   

Iron Range Off Highway Vehicle Park is a unique facility operated by the Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources (MnDNR).  With facilities for all types of OHVs, the Park has 36 miles of trails designed to 

challenge operators.  Camping and other support services are located nearby, but not within the Park.  

The Genoa Trail, which allows ATVs and OHMs, connects the Cities of Eveleth and Gilbert to the Park.   

Bear Island State Forest is located between the Cities of Ely, Babbitt, and Tower in northeast St. Louis 

County.  It features Bear Island Lake, which has three boat accesses and is a popular fishing lake.  The 

Forest features a variate tree species on its rolling topography.  The Taconite Trail and other trails primarily 

used for snowmobiling are located in the Forest.   

The Burntside State Forest is fully within the Superior National Forest and a portion of it is in the BWCAW.  

The recreation facilities in the area are nearly all operated by the United State Forest Service.  There are 
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some state boat ramps on certain lakes and a few short hiking trails.  The Burntside Islands State Natural 

Area is located in the Forest that is west of Ely.  

North of Duluth is the Cloquet Valley State Forest. Camping, picnicking, swimming beaches, hiking, and 

water accesses are offered here.  The Cloquet River State Water Trail passes through Indian Lake and 33 

additional miles in the forest.  The river features several designated campsites and portages.  There are 

snowmobile trails in several locations and State Forest Roads are open to ATV/OHV use unless posted.   

Only a very small portion of the Fond du Lac State Forest is in St. Louis County.  That portion of the forest 

contains snowmobile trails, a few short ATV routes, and a short hunting walking trail.   

Kabetogama State Forest is located in far northern St. Louis County.  Surrounding major recreation 

features in the area, including Lake Vermilion, Pelican Lake, and Voyageurs National Park, this State Forest 

has many major features.  Campgrounds, hiking trails, fishing and boating facilities, cross-country ski trails, 

snowmobile trails, and ATV opportunities are all offered here.   

The Lake Jeannette State Forest is fully within the Superior National Forest near the Canadian border.  The 

recreation facilities in the area are operated by the United State Forest Service.   

Only a very small portion of the Savannah State Forest is in St. Louis County, near Floodwood.  That portion 

of the forest has no facilities.   

The Taconite State Trail and the Little Fork River State Water Trail are located in Sturgeon River State 

Forest north of Chisholm.  Wildlife watching is popular here. 

Near meadowlands the Whiteface River State Forest is a small area that is nearly completely made up of 

wetlands.  There are no defined recreational features.   

St. Louis County manages many square miles of County-owned forest lands.  These properties are 

managed by the County for timber production.  Recreation on the properties is generally allowed, but not 

specifically managed by the County.  Common recreation activities include hunting, fishing, and hiking.  

Trails often are located on County lands, but usually managed by another entity such as the MnDNR.  The 

County has a policy regarding off highway vehicles on their properties.  It calls for users to follow the same 

rules that apply on MnDNR administered lands.   
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Additional Planning 
Some communities in the plan area have undergone extensive trail planning for their own area.  Copies 

of these plans can be accessed by contacting the Arrowhead Regional Development Commission (ARDC) 

at 218-529-7512.  These plans include: 

• Duluth Township Trails Plan.  Completed by the Metropolitan Interstate Council (MIC) in 2016, 

this plan calls for the development of a pedestrian and bicycle system connecting destinations in 

Duluth Township (just east of Duluth).  

• Canosia Township Trails Plan.  The MIC is currently leading a trail planning process in Canosia 

Township (just north of Hermantown).   

• City of Rice Lake Trails Plan.  The MIC plans to begin a trails plan for the City of Rice Lake in the 

near future.   

• Ely Pedestrian and Bike Plan.  This plan was led by ARDC in 2009 and includes trail, sidewalks, 

and Safe Routes to School components.   

• Iron Range OHV State Recreation Area Master Plan Amendment.  This 2017 plan is an update 

of the Park’s original master plan done in 1998.  The plan amendment was led by the MnDNR. 

• Lake Vermilion Trail Plan.  In 2011, ARDC published the original Lake Vermilion Trail Plan.  It 

provides general corridors for development and assesses public support for the trail.  

• Mesabi Trail Master Plan.  This plan is currently underway, being led by ARDC.  It will provide 

updated proposed routes for trail completion as well as proposed timelines and costs. 

• Mountain Iron Bicycle and Pedestrian Plan.  In November 2010, ARDC completed a ped/bike 

plan for the City of Mountain Iron. 

• Proctor Master Trail Plan.  The MIC completed this trail plan in 2007.  It addressed non-

motorized trail opportunities only.   

• Proctor Hermantown Munger Trail Spur Master Plan.  An examination of the development of a 

paved, non-motorized trail connecting Proctor and Hermantown to the existing Munger Trail in 

Duluth was undertaken by a private consultant firm in 2015.  The trail would be about 16 miles.  

Construction funding is being sought now. 

• City of Virginia Parks and Trails Master Plan Update.  This 2013 plan was led by a private 

consultant and outlines the City’s ideas for trail improvements throughout the City.  It also 

addresses the changes to local trails due to the rerouting of Highway 53 (2017).   

• Taconite Trail Master Plan.  This plan was completed in 2017.  It guides the trail’s usage, 

maintenance, and future improvements.  It was published by the MnDNR.   

• Voyageur Country ATV Master Plan.  This plan outlines the ATV Club’s ideas for improvement 

and expansion of ATV opportunities in far northern St. Louis County and northeast Koochiching 

County.  It was published by a private consultant in 2017. 

• City, County, and Township Comprehensive Plans.  Many cities and townships in St. Louis and 

Koochiching Counties have developed Comprehensive Plans recently.  These plans address all 

aspects of a community, including trails, at least at a general level.  St. Louis County is 

developing its Comprehensive Plan at this time.  Koochiching County’s Comprehensive Plan is 

older, but a recent initiative called Voyage Forward did address trails regarding economic 

development. 
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Funding 
One of the major constraints for a trail system project is funding. Most trail networks are built using a 

combination of federal, state, and local sources. Opportunities available to expand the trail system in St. 

Louis and Koochiching counties include, but are not limited to, the following. 

• Recreational Trails Program (RTP):  Enacted in July 2012 under the Moving Ahead for Progress 

in the 21st Century Act (MAP-21), the Recreational Trail Program (RTP), as a part of Federal 

surface transportation funding, provides financial assistance for the development and 

maintenance of recreational trails and trail-related projects solely located within Minnesota. The 

grant coordinator works for the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, and funding is 

available for acquisition, construction, and management of recreational trail facilities. Find more 

information at www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/trails_federal.html.  

• Minnesota’s Lake Superior Coastal Program: This program funds projects within the Lake 

Superior coastal zone, which includes the coastal zone in St. Louis County. These are federal 

funds that are distributed by the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources. The grants must 

be matched (50%) by non-federal funds.  

• Greater Minnesota Regional Parks and Trails Commission (GMRPTC) Legacy Amendment 

Funds: In 2008, Minnesota voters passed the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Amendment (Legacy 

Amendment) to the Minnesota Constitution, which increased the state sales tax to partially 

provide funding for parks and trails development in Minnesota. Established in 2013, the Greater 

Minnesota Regional Parks and Trails Commission (GMRPTC) took over allocation duties of 

Legacy Amendment parks and trails funds. Looking to fund regionally significant trails outside of 

the seven-county metropolitan area, the GMRPTC ranks projects with high, medium, or low 

merit based on standards set forth in their strategic plan, and then grants regional designation 

and determines funding recommendations based on these rankings. Find more information at 

www.gmrptcommission.org. 

• Regional Trail Grant Program:  Established in Minnesota Statutes 85.019, the Regional Trail 

Grant Program issues state funds from $5,000 to $250,000 to promote development of 

regionally significant trails outside the seven-county metropolitan area. Administered by the 

Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, grants are reimbursement-based up to 75 percent 

of eligible project costs, and recipients must provide a non-state cash match of at least 25 

percent. Other state funds or grants, such as Parks and Trails Legacy Grants, cannot match these 

grants. Find more information at 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/trails_regional.html. 

• Minnesota Department of Iron Range Resources and Rehabilitation (IRRR):  Among providing 

other development opportunities, IRRR’s Culture and Tourism Grant Program supports non-

profits by supporting strong arts, culture, heritage and recreational activities in the IRRR service 

area, in which much of St. Louis County is located. Additionally, IRRR’s Regional Trails Grant 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/trails_federal.html
http://www.gmrptcommission.org/
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/trails_regional.html
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Program provides funding to assist with design, engineering and construction of various types of 

new trails.  For more information, visit http://mn.gov/irrrb.  

• International Mountain Bicycling Association (IMBA) Grants:  Outlining numerous resources, 

IMBA lists potential funding sources from all levels directed specifically to mountain biking and 

trail development. Find more information at https://www.imba.com/resources/grants.  

• Minnesota Snowmobile Trails Assistance Program (Grants in Aid): The program is popularly 

known as the grants-in-aid – or GIA– program. The DNR has been delegated the responsibility of 

administering the funds appropriated by the legislature for the GIA program. The Minnesota 

Snowmobile Trails Assistance Program provides funding mostly for maintenance and grooming, 

through capital improvement grants for snowmobile trails are also available. Find more 

information at http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/gia_snowmobile.html.  

• Minnesota Off-Highway Vehicle Grants-in-Aid (GIA): First authorized in 1984, Minnesota's Off-

Highway Vehicle (OHV) Trails Assistance Program—popularly known as the Grant-in-Aid (GIA) 

Program—is a cost-share program to facilitate development and maintenance of trails for use by 

All-Terrain Vehicles (ATVs), Off-Highway Motorcycles (OHMs), and Off-Road Vehicles (ORVs) at 

the initiative of enthusiast groups or clubs, with the support and participation of local 

government sponsors. Off-highway vehicle organizations apply through counties, cities or 

townships. All aspects of OHV trail development and maintenance are eligible to receive GIA 

funds, including project administration, site planning, trail improvements, land acquisition for 

trail development, and trail maintenance. For more information, visit 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/gia_ohv.html. 

• Minnesota Cross Country Ski Trail Grants-in-Aid (GIA): The cross-country ski GIA program 

supports the maintenance and grooming of cross country ski trails. Grants are awarded annually 

for cross-country ski trail maintenance and winter grooming. The program is not currently 

considering funding for capital improvement project or adding new trails into the GIA program. 

Local units of government – such as counties, cities, and townships – are eligible grantees. Many 

local units of government act as a sponsor for private trail organizations, such as ski clubs. Find 

out more at http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/gia_crosscountry.html. 

• Transportation Alternatives: The Minnesota Department of the Transportation works with the 

Arrowhead Regional Development Commission to distribute Federal transportation funds to 

cities and counties in the region through the Transportation Alternatives program.  Eligible 

projects include paved trails, waysides (including Trail Hubs), safe routes to school projects, and 

roadway aesthetic improvements.  The funds are limited and competition for the funds is 

significant.  There is a four-year project development period for this program, meaning projects 

funded in 2018 will not be constructed until 2022.  Awarded funds can pay up to 80% of 

construction costs.  Engineering is not an eligible cost.  https://nemnatp.org/ 

http://mn.gov/irrrb
https://www.imba.com/resources/grants
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/gia_snowmobile.html
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/gia_ohv.html
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/gia_crosscountry.html
https://nemnatp.org/
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• Polaris T.R.A.I.L.S. ATV manufacturer Polaris launched their grant program in January 2006 for 

ATV clubs, associations and grassroots groups. The T.R.A.I.L.S. program makes funds available to 

national, state and local organizations in the United States to ensure the future of ATV riding. 

o T.R.A.I.L.S. stands for: 

T = Trail Development 

R = Responsible Riding 

A = Access 

I = Initiatives 

L = Lobbying 

S = Safety 
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