Parks, Open Space and Trails Plan

This chapter of the Comprehensive Plan examines Minnetonka’ s parks, open
space and trails systems, analyzes how well each system meets the needs of the
City’ s residents, and establishes policies for the future expansions and
improvements to parks, open space and trails. This chapter includes the following
sections:

. The Existing Recreational and Open Space System
. Park and Open Space Needs

. Goals and Policies

. Implementation Plan

The major policies and recommendations of two recent studies, the Minnehaha
Creek Corridor Master Plan (1994) and the Natural Resources Restoration and
Management Plan (1995) have also been summarized and incorporated into this
chapter’ s Goals and Policies and Implementation Plan.

This plan will be supplemented in the next few years by several studies and
assessments that were beginning while this plan was being prepared. In June
1998 the City established an Open Space Preservation Task Force in order to
evaluate and recommend a process for open space preservation. The Task Force
was asked to develop criteria for identifying parcels for preservation, develop
alternatives for obtaining control over land (acquisition, conservation easements,
etc.), examine alternative strategies for natural resource management, and develop
a timetable and budget for open space preservation. The Task Force’ s findings,
which are expected to be presented by the end of 1998, will provide direction for
the City’ s future open space acquisition and protection activities.

City staff is also planning to undertake a needs analysis study of park and
recreational facilities in 1999. A previous comprehensive needs analysis of the
City’ s parks and recreation facilities was prepared in 1986, and the new study
will update that study’ s findings. The study will examine the utilization of
athletic fields and other facilities in order to determine priorities for use and
expansion of fields and replacement, repair, or addition of new park facilities.
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The Existing Recreational and Open Space
System

Minnetonka’ s recreational and open space system is one of the most extensive in the
metropolitan region. It meets the dual objectives of 1) providing recreational
opportunities to a broad cross-section of City residents and workers and 2) protecting
significant natural areas. Its three primary components are:

. The public park system, which currently includes 42 developed parks on 730
acres;

. The open space system, which currently encompasses 718 acres throughout the
City, with a primary focus on stream valley preservation;

. The trail system, consisting of the Loop Trail System (currently 31 miles in
length) and a 65-mile ancillary network of walkways, ped-bike lanes and
neighborhood connectors. Two regional trails managed by Hennepin Parks are
also part of the system. The trail system is ultimately planned to connect all the
City’ s community parks, commercial and activity centers, as well as other
regional trails and parks.

This system is complemented by private recreational facilities and the many playing
fields and playgrounds provided by public and private schools.

Parks

The City’ s 42 developed parks are shown on Figure 5-1; park facilities are listed in
Table 5-1. Parks are classified in five general categories, as outlined in Table 5-2:

Community Parks: These parks are designed to provide a combination of passive and
active recreational activities for the entire community. Community parks may include
areas suited for intense recreational facilities, such as athletic field complexes,
swimming beaches and ice arenas. They may also include areas of natural quality for
outdoor recreation, such as walking, biking, picnicking and nature study. Community
parks are generally sited along collector or arterial streets for easy access from all or a
part of the community, and should be well-buffered from surrounding residential
neighborhoods.

Minnetonka has five large community parks: Lone Lake, Big Willow, Meadow, Civic
Center and Purgatory, most of which are located along stream valleys throughout the
City. Most areas of the City are within a mile of a community park, although highways
create barriers to access in some areas (see the discussion of Park Needs, below).
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Figure 5-2 - Existing and Proposed Trails and Walkways,
1998
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increase by only about 1,000 persons by 2020, this ratio is unlikely to change
significantly. Of course, not all of this parkland is developed for active use; much
of it consists of natural areas used for passive recreation such as hiking or canoeing.

Deficiencies within the system are mainly found in localized areas that lack
neighborhood parks or lack good access to community parks. Specifically, these areas
are located:

. West of 1-494 and east of Williston Road, between Minnetonka Boulevard and
Excelsior Boulevard. This area is actually split into two sub-areas by Highway
7. Both north and south sub-areas lack neighborhood park facilities. On the
north, Williston Road presents an access barrier to McKenzie Park. On the
south, Tower Hill Park is undeveloped, while North Glen Lake Park, at the south
edge of the area, contains no play equipment. (The Glen Lake Elementary
School does provide play equipment and other facilities, including tennis courts
and ice rinks.) Highway 7 and [-494 are major barriers that prevent easy access
to other nearby neighborhood and community parks.

. West of Tonkawood Road and east of Highway 101, south of Minnetonka
Boulevard and north of Highway 7. This area is served only by two small play
lots, Mini Tonka and Elmwood Strand Parks, and is in need of additional
neighborhood parks with playfields. Highways 7 and 101 and Minnetonka
Boulevard separate residents from nearby neighborhood parks such as Reich,
Spring Hill or Gro-Tonka Park, and Purgatory Park, the nearest community park.

. Areas along the City’ s northern boundary, north of I-394 and west of Sunset
Drive have only one neighborhood park, Knollway Park, which serves a limited
area. The [-394 corridor is a barrier that prevents easy access to any community
parks. However, these areas are served by several elementary school-park
complexes just across Ridgemount Avenue in Plymouth. In addition, expansion
of the trail and walkway system will allow access under 1-394, through the
Ridgedale area, to Meadow Park.

The City will study and evaluate these areas for potential land acquisitions, park
expansions, improvements to facilities at existing parks, and improved pedestrian/bike
connections to nearby neighborhood and community parks.

Recreational Facility Needs

Based on the findings of the 1986 park and recreation facilities needs analysis,
supplemented by periodic evaluations by City staff, there is still a need for the following
types of fields, listed in order of priority:
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. Soccer fields for youth and adults;
. Adult softball fields
. A regulation baseball field (90 feet) for youth and adult use.

The park and recreation facilities needs assessment will evaluate these needs in
greater detail and make recommendations to address them.

Park and Recreation Goals and Policies

Goals:

To provide quality park and recreation facilities which respond to the needs of the
community.

To preserve and improve the natural and scenic resources within the park and
open space system, including water quality, vegetation, wildlife, steep slopes and
other sensitive resources.

To develop a trail system that meets the needs of all City neighborhoods by
providing access to park and recreation facilities, important community
destinations, and the regional trail system.

Park Policies

5-1 Parkland Acquisition. Emphasize acquisition of new parkland in areas
of the City that are underserved by neighborhood parks or are separated by
natural or manmade barriers from existing parks.

5-2 Park/School Coordination. Continue to coordinate recreation
programming and park and open space management with area schools,
both public and private. Encourage schools to continue sharing their
facilities with City residents and using City facilities for the benefit of
their students.

5-3 Park Dedication. Encourage the private sector to provide park land and
recreational facilities in residential areas and to give public easements for
pathways and trails when land is developed. Dedication of parks and open
space is especially critical in areas where new development or
redevelopment will increase the density or intensity of land use.
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5-4 Balance of Uses. Continue to develop City parks with a balance of
facilities providing active and passive recreation opportunities for all age
groups.

5-5 Resource Protection. Emphasize protection and enhancement of
natural resources as an integral part of all park development plans and all
preserve management plans.

5-6 Development Review. Review all proposals for development of roads,
utilities and other uses, both public and private uses, for their potential
impact upon park or open space areas and trails. Eliminate or mitigate any
negative impacts on park or open space resources that would result from
such development.

5-7 Consistent Design. Continue to create a common image and identity
for City parks and preserves through the use of consistent designs for
buildings, signs and other identifying features.

Open Space Policies

5-8 Open Space Preservation. [Land Use Policy 3-17] The City has
established environmental policies to protect its wetlands and floodplains,
and has acquired substantial areas of open space. However, as
development continues, the amount of privately owned open space that
remains is rapidly shrinking. The City will evaluate the importance of
these open space areas and establish priorities for their protection. The
City will also work with landowners to encourage land conservation
practices and, where feasible, establish permanent protection of key
resources through conservation easements, land trusts and other methods.

5-9 Resource Restoration. The City will continue to implement the
recommendations of the Natural Resources Restoration and Management
Plan regarding restoration efforts in the City’ s parks and preserves.

5-10 Open Space Acquisition. The City will evaluate the desirability of
acquiring additional open space or holding conservation easements to
protect resources on private lands. This is one of the responsibilities of
the Open Space Task Force.

Trail Policies

5-11 Loop Trail System Completion. The City will continue to work towards
completion of the Loop Trail System and the associated walkways and
neighborhood connectors, with an emphasis upon finding alternate routes where
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trail segments have been blocked by natural barriers, a lack of right-of-way or
neighborhood opposition.

5-12 Walkway System. The City will focus on completing the walkway and
sidewalk system along major north-south and east-west connecting roads and
specifically along the [-394 corridor. In some cases, walkways along roads may
provide viable alternatives to off-street trails (i.e., the connection along Crosby
Road through the City of Wayzata shown on Figure 5- 2).

Implementation Plan

Parks and Open Space

Parkland Dedication: The City has a park dedication ordinance, which requires that
owners of land being subdivided dedicate a reasonable portion of that land (not less than
10 percent of the tract) to the City for use as parks, trails or open space. At the City’ s
discretion, a fee in lieu of all or part of the land may be required, based on a fee per lot
or residential unit, or per acre for nonresidential development. In practice, the City
generally prefers to accept the fee, unless the land in question is needed to expand an
existing park or trail or meet an existing need for parkland. Fees are allocated to the
Park Dedication Fund and used for land acquisition or facility improvements.

Land Acquisition: The Park Board has established priorities for land acquisition
around a number of the parks and the Minnehaha Creek Preserve. Parks where land
acquisition is a priority include Purgatory, Lone Lake and Glen Lake Fields (North Glen
Lake). These priorities may be modified by the Park Board based on the findings and
recommendations of the Open Space Task Force and the Needs Analysis Study of Parks
and Recreation Facilities, to be undertaken in 1999. Land acquisitions will primarily be
financed through the City’ s Park Dedication Fund, although outside funding may be
sought for specific projects.

Facility Improvements: Priorities for facility improvements, like land acquisition
priorities, will be based upon the Needs Analysis Study. The City will also work to
address the access difficulties and localized shortages of neighborhood park facilities
described above under “Park Needs.” Specific improvements that are currently budgeted
for include:

. Field improvements to Bennet Family Park, in return for recreation services to
City residents.
. Paving of four existing outdoor ice hockey rinks to allow for multi-purpose uses

such as skateboarding and inline hockey.
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. Upgrading of the area around the Glen Lake ballfields with improvements to
concession/patio area, seating and parking; the final phase of a master plan for the Glen
Lake Park.

. A joint venture with School District 276 to develop and renovate athletic fields at

Minnetonka High School and Minnetonka Middle School East. A study to add soccer
fields and upgrade existing baseball and softball fields will be prepared in 1999.

. Replacement of warming house for ice rinks and rehabilitation of tennis courts at Glen
Lake Elementary School.

In addition to these projects, a new park of 8.7 acres along Green Circle Drive south of the Opus
II condominiums is currently in the planning stages. The park (shown on the Land Use Plan,
Figure 3-2) will be oriented primarily toward passive recreation, with seating, picnic areas and
trails.

Minnehaha Creek Preserve Improvements: The Park Board has developed a work plan
for implementing projects as prioritized in the Minnehaha Creek Corridor Plan. Projects include
canoe landings, interpretive stations, parking, paths, picnic areas, and wildlife preservation areas.

Resource Restoration and Management: The City has initiated a Natural Resources
Stewardship Program, based on the recommendations of the Natural Resources Plan, for its
major parks and preserves. The City has established demonstration plots and restoration areas at
Lone Lake, Meadow, Purgatory, Big Willow, Civic Center, Burwell and Jidana Parks. These
efforts are likely to be expanded in size and extended to new areas in future years.

The City also manages wildlife populations (such as deer, raccoons, geese, etc.) to prevent
overpopulation, pollution and resource depletion.

Trails

Loop Trail System: A number of segments of the Loop Trail System, totaling 7.5 miles, are
already programmed for completion between 1998 and 2002. These include:

. Walkways around Ridgedale and along the 1-394 frontage roads between C.R. 73 and
C.R. 61 (Plymouth Road).

. Walkways along Shady Oak Road between the North and South corridors of the
Southwest LRT Trail.
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. Walkway segments along Excelsior Boulevard between 1-494 and Woodland
Road.

. Walkways along Cedar Lake Road between Highway 169 and C.R. 73.

Hennepin Parks is also working with the City to develop the following off-road trails:
. Trail along CSAH 101 from Creek View Trail to Covington Road
. Trail along CSAH 101 from Saddlewood Lane to Westwind Plaza
. Trail along C.R. 61 from Hilloway Road to Ridgedale Drive
. Southwest LRT Trail underpass at CSAH 101

Many additional trail segments are planned but not yet programmed. The connection
across the Gray’ s Bay Dam between Minnetonka Boulevard and McGinty Road, and
the segment between McGinty Road and Linner Road and -394, are particularly critical
to the system’ s continuity, yet also present particular difficulties for implementation.
The Gray’ s Bay Dam connection will be tied to proposed improvements at the dam site
(as outlined in the Minnehaha Corridor Master Plan). The City will continue to seek
walkway alternatives to the northern segment, such as the Crosby Road connection
through the City of Wayzata.

In addition to the Park Dedication Fund, trail funding sources include Hennepin County,
Hennepin Park and Metro Transit.

Park Trails: The Park Board will evaluate trail systems within parks (outside the Loop
Trail System) for potential expansion or improvements. Trails in parks currently include
groomed cross-country ski trails and horse trails (see Table 5-1) as well as hiking trails
that are used informally for these activities. The Board will evaluate the need for
additional special-purpose trails within parks.
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