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SECTION 1:  INTRODUCTION AND PLANNING CONTEXT 
Introduction 

Built on the south bank of Big Fork River in the City of 

Big Falls, Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp is a 

hybrid campground/wayside/park facility located 40 miles 

south of International Falls near the junction of State 

Highway 71 and State Highway 6. As a Special Recreational 

Feature Regional Park, the hybrid park currently serves as a 

6-month, 18-site public camping facility with daily and 

seasonal site rentals, electric site hook-ups, on-site 

restroom and shower accommodations, and six additional 

horse camp sites. The site also features easy access to the 

Big Fork River State Water Trail, the Blue Ox/Voyageur 

OHV Trail, and local horse trails. 

Due in part to these amenities and connections, the 

campground’s demand currently overextends its site and 

facility capacity. Therefore, the City of Big Falls seeks to 

enhance its hybrid campground/wayside/park facilities to 

meet the demands of its wide and diverse group of users, 

comply with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), 

and explore the mitigation of ecological and safety issues 

along the Big Fork River and Highway 71, respectively.  In 

2015, the City of Big Falls asked the Arrowhead Regional 

Development Commission (ARDC) to evaluate the need 

for, and public response to, potential improvements and 

expansion of the City-owned campground. This master 

plan establishes a vision for the campground, provides 

guidelines for its development, and serves as a tool for 

application of potential funding sources.  

Campers at Big 

Falls Campground 
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Classification and Regional Significance 

As a facility serving a regional audience, Big Falls Campground and 

Horse Camp best aligns with the Special Recreational Feature Regional Park 

Classification as defined in the Greater Minnesota Regional Parks and Trails 

Strategic Plan. This classification relates to new, unique, or innovative 

“special feature” outdoor recreational facilities of regional significance.  

Redevelopment of the campground/wayside/park matches up well 

against the criteria associated with the Special Recreational Feature Regional 

Park Classification, which is summarized as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Criteria #1 – Provides a Special High-Quality Outdoor Recreation 

Experience – places a priority on providing facilities/amenities that 

are relevant to existing/common user groups and also serve to broaden 

the appeal of outdoor recreation to new or expanded populations; 

facility serves as a destination unto itself, attracting regional users and 

(potentially) drawing tourists from outside the regional area; premium is 

placed on quality of experience to encourage visitors to return time and 

again 

Criteria #2 – Provides a Natural and Scenic Setting Offering a 

Compelling Sense of Place – priority is placed on providing a natural 

and scenic setting offering a compelling sense of place and uniqueness; 

access to water and/or historically/culturally-significant features is also 

emphasized 

Criteria #3 – Well-located to Serve a Regional Need and/or 

Tourist Destination – places priority on special recreational features 

being located in or close to a densely settled, rapidly growing, and/or 

an established regional center or well-established tourist destination; 

connectivity to the facility via local, regional, or state-level trails also 

factors into the rating under this criteria 

Criteria #4 – Fills a Gap in Recreational Opportunity within the 

Region – places a priority on areas in which a high quality outdoor 

recreational opportunity of a similar nature is not otherwise available 

within the region and/or within a reasonable distance; fills a discernible 

and critical gap in an area with a recreation opportunity shortage; 

complements (and does not duplicate) recreational opportunities 

otherwise available in the region 
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Criteria #1 – Provides a Special High-Quality 

Outdoor Recreation Experience 

Nestled along the Big Fork River among towering pine 

trees, Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp makes the 

most of its abundant natural features while connecting to a 

crossroads of recreation facilities in central Koochiching 

County. These recreational facilities include the Big Fork 

River State Water Trail, Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail, and 

horse trails, which all come together near the intersection 

of Highway 71 and Highway 6. 

With this coming together of numerous recreational 

facilities (connecting the campground regionally), a 

number of unique and memorable recreational options are 

available at the site. On the Big Fork River, visitors can 

brave “the deep hole” for an adventurous swim, try a 

“river massage” in the smaller rapids adjacent to the 

campground, explore rocks and waterfalls, fish, or canoe 

and kayak the Big Fork River State Water Trail. On shore, 

camping in tent or RV underneath towering pine trees, 

picnicking in one of the pavilions or on the river island, 

accessing marked ATV and horse riding trails, setting up 

camp for hunting trips, or even making the short walk to 

Big Falls’s business district are options. With these diverse 

facilities at hand, the campground attracts groups of all 

kinds.  

Proposed improvements to the park will heighten the 

quality of this facility as well as make the experience 

accessible to people of all abilities.  

The “Deep Hole” next to 

Big Falls Campground 
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Criteria #2 – Provides a Natural and Scenic Setting 

Offering a Compelling Sense of Place 

In the heart of Koochiching County, Big Falls 

Campground serves as a location notable for its natural 

and scenic setting; intermixed with historical features 

visible from the Big Fork River site, the campground 

offers a unique sense of place to its visitors. 

At the center of the campground’s beauty is the Big Fork 

River. Serving the campground with direct water access, 

the Big Fork River’s falls area abuts the location, making 

the riverside site a natural point of interest along the river. 

Aside from the natural rapids, waterfalls, and rock 

formations that draw campground guests, day visitors, 

and travelers alike, wildlife is also abundant at the park 

and in the surrounding wilderness, which is home to 

white tail deer, moose, black bears, timber wolves, 

beavers, foxes, and more. Bald eagles, cranes, herons, 

ducks, grouse and countless other birds are also plentiful 

as walleye, northern pike, bass, muskies, and sturgeon 

populate the river. In addition, natural vegetation near the 

site includes Minnesota’s state flower, the Lady Slipper, as 

well as many other species of orchids and wildflowers, 

including wild blueberries, raspberries, and high-bush 

cranberries. 

Throughout the site, northern Minnesota’s history is 

evident through the presence of the Big Fork River as 

well as a historical railroad bridge, a planned river 

crossing for the Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail (to be 

completed in 2016). If paired with interpretive signage 

highlighting the logging history of Big Falls, both of these 

features would lend to a greater understanding of the 

Historic Railroad Bridge 

over the Big Fork River  
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area’s historical and cultural value, on top of its abundant 

scenic qualities.   
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Criteria #3 – Well-located to Serve a Regional Need 

and/or Tourist Destination 

At the center of Koochiching County, Big Falls 

Campground serves as a regional hub, offering incredible 

connectivity and accessibility, whether traveling by 

motorized vehicle, off-highway vehicle, or a canoe or 

kayak. 

With the site’s wide variety of users from all over the state 

and region (especially cities like Bemidji, Grand Rapids, 

and International Falls), considerable connectivity for the 

hybrid campground/wayside/park comes through 

Highway 71 and Highway 6, which intersect less than a 

half mile south of the campground and are main tourist 

routes to Voyageurs National Park and Canada. Along 

these roads, multiple travelers stop at the Big Falls’s 

campground wayside rest for a break, with opportunities 

for a quick hike along the river. The wayside area offers 

the only shower facilities for the owners of rustic cabins in 

the surrounding area. For area residents, the 

campground/wayside/park serves as a destination close 

enough to home for a quick weekend getaway, without a 

long drive hauling a camper or camping equipment.  

Additional connectivity comes through the Blue 

Ox/Voyageur Off-Highway Vehicle (OHV) Trail and the 

Big Fork River State Water Trail. Of regional significance 

because of their lengths and connections throughout 

northern Minnesota, both of these trails intersect with the 

site directly. Further, the river falls area at the campground 

creates the necessity for a portage for kayakers or canoers 

traveling the water trail, making Big Falls Campground a 

natural resting location for these recreationists.  

Highway 71 Bridge adjacent to Big 

Falls Campground and Horse Camp 
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Criteria #4 – Fills a Gap in Recreational Opportunity 

within the Region  

The Big Fork River is a scenic, natural feature that is 

shared by everyone in the region, and outside of Big Falls, 

currently no local, state, or national park offers more than 

primitive facilities along its 170 river miles. There is only 

one state park in Koochiching County, and that park, 

Franz Jevne, provides only rustic tent facilities. Voyageurs 

National Park also offers camping, but it is only accessible 

by watercraft, strongly limiting accessibility. Big Falls 

Campground and Horse Camp currently fills the void of 

recreational opportunity by providing modern camping 

and rest stop facilities, but it is limited in what it can offer 

by the park's current size and the lack of municipal 

funding resources.  

Big Falls Campground’s surrounding woods and trails 

provide ideal facilities for a sportsperson or naturalist. The 

campground is located in an ideal place to headquarters a 

fall hunting trip. With the Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail, 

Koochiching County provides miles and miles of trails 

available to ATV riders. Horseback riders can also enjoy 

the multi-use trail system. As there are only a small 

number of motel rooms available in a 30 mile radius, 

camping is sometimes the only option for many visitors 

looking to enjoy all that the area has to offer.  

At times, Big Falls Campground is booked to capacity, or 

does not have enough electric sites or large enough sites to 

accommodate all requests. In addition, access for all to 

river activities, such as fishing, canoeing, and kayaking 

could be greatly enhanced by expanding the park and 

adding accessibility features.  

A Kayaker on the Big Fork River at Big 

Falls Campground and Horse Camp 
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Regional Significance Statement 

Located 40 miles south of International Falls, Big Falls 

Campground and Horse Camp is a hybrid 

campground/wayside/park facility (Special Recreational 

Feature Regional Park) adjacent to the Big Fork River. 

Featuring breathtaking natural views and historic ties to 

logging, Voyageurs, and Native Americans, the site hosts 

the only park facility with modern camp and wayside 

amenities in the area, as well as access to premier 

recreational facilities, including the Big Fork River State 

Water Trail and the Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail.  

  
Big Fork River Falls from 

Big Falls Campground 
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Proposer and Implementing Agency 

The City of Big Falls is the owner and implementing 

agency of Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp, which 

is responsible for operating, managing, and maintaining the 

facility as a part of its community park system. However, a 

number of entities are supportive of Big Falls 

Campground; these entities include Koochiching County, 

the City of Bigfork, the City of Littlefork, the Big Fork 

River Board, as well as representatives and officials at the 

County, State, and Federal levels. 

  Misty Morning in Big 

Falls Campground 
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SECTION 2:  EXISTING FACILITIES AND VISION 
 

 

 

 

Setting and Regional Context 

Located on the outskirts of the City of Big Falls in central 

Koochiching County, Big Falls Campground and Horse 

Camp serves as one of the only publicly-owned 

campgrounds in Koochiching County, and the only scenic 

campground with modern hookups and shower facilities in 

approximately a 50 mile radius. Nestled in the wilderness 

of northern Minnesota, the Campground serves as a 

crossroads and access point for multiple regional 

transportation connections, including Highway 71, 

Highway 6, the Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail, the Big Fork 

River State Water Trail, and local recreational horseback 

riding trails.  

The park facility also hosts the only scenic wayside rest 

and picnic area on Highway 71 between Bemidji and 

International Falls, and on Highway 6 south to Deer River, 

which are main tourist routes to Voyageurs National Park 

and Canada.  
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Surrounding Parks and Trails 

Although recreational facilities in the area around Big Falls are limited, 

Big Falls Campground is well-connected through premier recreational 

opportunities. Nearby parks and trails (and their proximity to Big Falls 

Campground) are as follows: 

Big Fork River State Water Trail (0 miles) – a 170-mile state-

designated water trail flowing northward from headwaters at Dora Lake 

to Rainy River  

Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail (0 miles) – A 74-mile, State-maintained 

OHV trail which follows an abandoned railroad grade and provides an 

easy and relatively straight ride through stretches of black spruce, 

swamps and upland aspen stands 

Lofgren Memorial Park (20.4 miles) – A 12-site campground with 

recreational facilities (hiking trail, boat access, playground, and tennis 

court) located within the City of Littlefork on the Littlefork River  
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Site Information 

Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp is settled among towering 

coniferous trees and native grasslands on the south shore of Big Fork 

River in Big Falls, Koochiching County. Just off of Highway 71 via 

Whispering Pine Drive, the site is within walking distance of a number 

of local amenities, including the business district and city center in Big 

Falls. It is also adjacent to boat landings along Big Fork River and the 

Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail. In the midst of northern Minnesota, access to 

natural beauty is bountiful, and recreational opportunities – including 

swimming, fishing, canoeing, kayaking, hiking, horseback riding, and 

ATVing – are afforded those who visit the site. 

The existing campground spans one parcel (Parcel #91-060-00800) of 

18.75 acres and includes 18 campsites, a bath house, two pavilions, and 

direct access to the Big Fork River, all of which is highlighted in the site 

map on the following page. In addition, a parcel directly to the west of 

the existing campground (Parcel #91-060-00700) is for sale; currently 

private property, this parcel spans 9.8 acres and holds a house and a 

small shed just to the west of the campground. Additional parcels to 

the west and south of the existing site (Parcels #s 91-060-00710, 91-

001-00020, 91-001-00060) are also tentatively available for acquisition 

or use and are attractive for inclusion in the facilities at the 

campground/wayside/park.  

The primary limitation with the proposed five-parcel site is an 

identified issue with drainage. Since moving water can quickly erode 

natural surface sites and standing water can attract bugs that are 

unpleasant for campers, water drainage was a topic of utmost 

importance in site planning. Additional concerns center on the City of 

Big Falls being able to acquire the adjacent land for park expansion, 

since the availability of this land may be time sensitive in nature. 

The map on the following page highlights the existing conditions of the 

full park site. 
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Existing Conditions at Big 

Falls Campground 
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Vision, Trends, and Public Value  

Demographics Influencing Demand:  Big Falls Campground and 

Horse Camp guest information from 2013, 2014, and 2015 suggests 

that the campground/wayside/park serves a wide audience, welcoming 

visitors from locations across Minnesota, the United States, and the 

world (including Canada, Germany, and Australia). However, the 

majority of campground visitors (approximately 50%, according to 

campground reservation records) originate from the tri-county region 

of Koochiching, Itasca, and Beltrami. Within this tri-county area, 

sizable use comes from the cities of Bemidji, Bigfork, Blackduck, Deer 

River, Grand Rapids, Littlefork, and Northome, with significant use by 

visitors from International Falls, who see the campground as an 

accessible weekend destination. 

Given the campground’s wide audience, a number of dates throughout 

the campground’s summer season (i.e. Fourth of July Weekend and 

other holidays and weekends) bring the campground to capacity, 

requiring the City of Big Falls to turn potential visitors away from the 

camping experience only Big Falls Campground can provide. Through 

expansion and enhancement of the campground/wayside/park, the Big 

Falls Campground steering committee desires to offer more people 

throughout the region, state, nation, and world an opportunity to 

experience Minnesota in “the heart of the wilderness.” 

Recreational Trends:  The Northeast Region of Minnesota serves as 

an important nature-based tourist destination for people across the 

state, and notably from the Twin Cities, which shows in campground 

guest information. A 2008 nature-based tourism study indicated the 

tendencies of the 5.8 million people who visited the Northeast Region 

from June 2007 to May 2008 (Davidson-Peterson, 2008). This study 

found that one of ten (10%) overnight visitors stayed at campgrounds, 

and two-thirds (66%) of visitors participated in one or more recreation 

activities, indicating that recreational opportunities and recreational 

facilities are an important draw for those looking to visit the region. 

Specifically in the City of Big Falls, significant recreation occurs in the 

form of canoeing/kayaking, swimming, ATVing, hunting, fishing, and 

horseback riding. This is largely due to available facilities, including the 

Big Fork River State Water Trail, the Big Fork River itself, the Blue 

Ox/Voyageur Trail, and local horse trails. The vision of the Big Falls 

Campground steering committee is that these recreational options be 

highlighted through improvements at the premier access site of Big 

Falls Campground and Horse Camp. 

Public Health Values:  Northeast Minnesota is, as is the rest of the 

nation, experiencing increased levels of obesity and other health issues 

related to a lack of exercise. One of the goals of enhancing Big Falls 

Campground and Horse Camp is to encourage all of its visitors – local, 

regional, or otherwise – to partake in physical activity while interacting 

with nature. Through developing recreation options along the Big Fork 

River, creating additional recreation options (i.e. hiking trail), and 

increasing opportunities to recreate in a beautiful location, Big Falls 

Campground and Horse Camp will help accomplish this goal. 
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Vision, Trends, and Public Value (Continued) 

Economic Development and Tourism Opportunities:  

While Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp is a popular 

destination that draws many tourists and brings the 

campground to capacity, expansion of the campground 

would enable further tourism potential through 

development that enhances an already valued park as a 

high quality destination. Through increased tourism 

potential, economic development opportunities would also 

emerge, especially as existing sidewalks and trails safely 

connect the campground site to the downtown area, where 

local businesses exist.  

Public Input/Participation:  Public input and 

participation regarding Big Falls Campground came in the 

form of tabling at a community gathering in September 

2015, the distribution and collection of comment cards in 

September 2015, and public involvement during a 

campground design process from January 2016 to March 

2016. Overwhelmingly, input from local residents 

identified unanimous support for expansion and upgrade 

of the campground/wayside/park. And in the end, 

common themes collected from public input included: 

• Expanding the campground to create more campsites 

and features, especially along and with enhanced views 

of the river. 

• Adding more campsites with sewer and water hookups 

for larger campers and recreational vehicles.   

• Improving or constructing new restrooms and shower 

house facilities, especially to make them ADA 

compliant.   

Mist rising from the Big Fork 

River falls area 
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• Making the campground ADA compliant in its entirety.  
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Vision, Trends, and Public Value:  Vision Statement 

The Big Falls Campground vision statement was 

developed in conjunction with the public design process 

for the Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp by public 

officials and members of the public in Big Falls. 

Vision 

The vision of the Big Falls Campground Steering Committee is to 

develop the City of Big Falls’s existing municipal 

campground/wayside/park into a premier hybrid facility that 

welcomes and connects a wide variety of user groups to the natural, 

cultural, and historic features of Northern Minnesota as a regional 

destination and gateway to distinctive recreational opportunity in “the 

heart of the wilderness.”  
The Falls Area adjacent to the 

Campground on the Big Fork River 
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SECTION 3:  MASTER PLAN 

Development Master Plan 

Future Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp:  Design Values 

Big Falls Campground is a truly unique place defined by its location along the 

Big Fork River as an oasis in the heart of the Minnesota's most northern 

wilderness. Any changes to the campsite should respect the existing condition, 

its use, community ownership, and sense of place to ensure changes enhance 

the quality of the user experience when visiting the site. Understanding the 

campground requires design efforts to go beyond campground planning or 

design exercises. The site is more than a campground. The city facility is a 

hybrid of open space and recreation uses based in a rich natural resource 

environment. The campground currently functions as a park, a wayside, a 

gathering area, and an event space to many different user groups. Due to its 

remote location and lack of other similar facilities in the area, the campground 

functions as a true regional resource. To ensure appropriate design solutions, a 

series of conceptual goals were defined that guided the design of the 

campground: 

• It's more than a campsite 

• Design with nature 

• Foster the unique sense of place: “The Big Falls and Big Fork 

experience” 

• Increase river access 

• Provide for a variety of experiences and activities 

• Create accessible connections  

The design team explored various options that vetted the community-based 

programming as a series of design strategies for the current site and future 

acquisition. This engagement process, using the community as local experts, 
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explored different design solutions to arrive at a vision that fits both the 

community and the environment in which it exists. 

  

Site Plan for Big Falls 

Campground 
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Future Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp:  Design Elements 

Based on input provided by Big Falls residents and officials regarding 

campground enhancements, the design process aimed to outline plans 

for a hybrid facility that would include the following actions:  

• Increase number of campsites and features 

• Acquire property 

• Increase number of sewer hook-ups 

• Add a new playground: nature play area 

• Improve and expand restroom/shower house 

• Add more recreation activities (i.e. hiking) 

• Provide larger gathering space 

• Provide interpretation and naturalist programs 

• Add cabins for rent 

• Fix the falls 

In addition, other actions considered in the design included providing 

water hook-ups at the campsite, adding other recreational facilities, 

opening views to the river through selective pruning, adding another 

pavilion/shelter, and working to reduce traffic speed along Highway 71.  

In turn, new features in the newly-designed campground include 15 

additional campsites (three of which are compliant with ADA 

standards), seven camper cabins, one hike-in campsite, a ‘welcome 

corridor’ with welcome and wayfinding signage, a new restroom facility, 

new enhancements to an existing restroom facility, new riverside 

pavilion and picnic shelters, a centralized nature-based playground, a 

hiking trail system, a state river trail carry-in access point, a “River’s 

Edge” event space, new river overlook spaces, expanded parking 

facilities, a park welcome sign to calm traffic along Highway 71, and an 

added traffic loop with altered vehicular movement (to accommodate 

for the needs and safety of park, wayside, and campground users 

visiting the hybrid facility). Overall, these enhancements will bring the 

hybrid facility into a 36-site and 7-cabin campground with enhanced 

facilities for use by overnight and day visitors, travelers, recreationists, 

and local residents alike. Provided proposed property acquisitions are 

successful, this property will eventually span 36.2 acres. Compliance 

with ADA standards would be implemented throughout this area, 

including in the design and construction of sidewalks, walking paths, 

restrooms, shelters, and a few campsites. 
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Future Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp:  Design Narrative 

At the core of the design for Big Falls Campground is the notion that 

the hybrid function for the site must be maintained and, where 

appropriate, expanded to ensure the multi-purpose function of the 

campsite. The design proposes to maintain and expand the riverfront 

open space for use as a park, wayside rest, and campground. The 

driveway entry to the campground is greeted with new signs on 

Highway 71 and at the first driveway intersection inside the 

campground. It is here that visitors are guided into the campground 

and, based on their use intentions, guided to the appropriate locations 

within the site. Campers are greeted with an information kiosk where 

maps and camper registration is available; a firewood shelter facility for 

campers and a restroom facility (which will either be renovated to meet 

ADA standards or replaced) will also be located near this entrance.  

The design concept for the existing campground site shapes the 

outgrowth of the current campground in a natural manner. Drives and 

campsites follow existing topography and utilize upland areas adjacent 

to lower drainage ways. These drainage ways act as a natural stormwater 

management system that causes stormwater runoff to flow over long, 

vegetated courses that pool and filtrate water. The main entry is 

designed as a two-way drive along the river and open space to the 

“River’s Edge” area. This two-way drive serves to accommodate hybrid 

site use, connecting play areas, campsites, cabins, a firewood shelter, 

parking, and pavilions on its stretch. As the drive turns south trending 

eastward, the drive is proposed as a one-way, narrower road, to limit 

impacts and clarify vehicular circulation, accessing back-in campsites as 

the drive loops back to the facility entrance.  

Across the drive from the check-in kiosk are the campsite restroom 

facilities and open air shelter with fire pits. All user types are 

encouraged to use the two-way drive to access parking at the “Falls 

Overlook” site, where the parking area is reconfigured to increase 

usable open space and a proposed (four-table) open air shelter. It is at 

this location that the best views and beauty of the falls and Big Fork 

environment are on display. From the parking area visitors can navigate 

the shoreline or jump onto a new trail that navigates the periphery of 

the campground property.  

(Cont’d on next page.) 
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The trail around the campground periphery builds on short, existing 

segments of trail that currently provide pedestrian access to the City of 

Big Falls’s main street. From the "Falls Overlook,” the trail crosses the 

facility driveway and connects features throughout the site together, 

utilizing some stretches of the campground drive and adjacent wooded 

areas to form a circuit around the campground in its entirety. Wooded 

areas and open field allow for a new hiking trail that navigates the 

shoreline. Through this area the river has considerable changes from 

fast flowing rapids and falls to a wider river with slower currents. At the 

trail’s western extent, the design proposes a new Big Fork River State 

Water Trail carry-in watercraft access point. The trail transitions into an 

upland forest condition as it turns south and then east through the 

bluff forest. The trail has a spur that accesses another bedrock knoll 

where a hike-in campsite has been proposed. This more remote 

location offers a new type of use to the campground and could be a 

possible yurt location. The hiking trail continues to the east to complete 

a hiking circuit around the entire campground, with various locations to 

exit the woodland condition back to the campground drive. The trail 

offers an evolving mix of river, forest, wetland, and upland conditions 

and could serve as an educational hiking trail for local and regional 

schools. 

One significant destination along the trail is the site of a new restroom 

and nature-based playground, at the heart of the campground. The new 

restroom is conceived with a maintenance garage for storage and 

maintenance uses. The playground is located away from the river for 

safety reasons and to serve campground uses. It uses existing 

topography and areas of exposed bedrock to create a unique setting 

while introducing a small hill with “climb the tree trunk,” “slide,” and 

“water well spillway” playground activities. Other “rooms” in the play 

area provide balance beam walks on tree trunks that are laid down into 

grade and have been arranged into a series reminiscent of log jumping. 

Cut stumps provide “climbing and jumping pedestals,” forming 

patterns through the play area. Another “room” provides a collection 

of logs and sticks for children's building activities, including building 

shelters or lean-to structures with the available branches. The 

playground is conceived as a place that celebrates activities of historic 

and current timber industry that has significant roots in this part of the 

river.  

Of course, one of the most significant campground improvements will 

be enhanced and added campsites and camping cabins on the site. 

Overall, 15 campsites and 7 camper cabins are proposed new additions 

to the campground, bringing total overnight accommodations in Big 

Falls Campground from 18 to 43, in addition to the six existing horse 

camp sites. In order to preserve the existing character of the 

campground, camper cabins are located in sloped areas where camp 

sites are not possible. By building cabins on piers, the cabins can be 

carefully implemented to limit all disturbances to the woodland 

conditions. Seven camper cabin locations were identified – two in the 

central wooded edge of the campground, two located across the two-

way drive from the proposed restroom and playground, and three with 

cart-in access atop the bedrock knoll. These additions address the 

demonstrated need to build capacity at Big Falls Campground and 

Horse Camp.
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Western Site Plan Detail for 

Big Falls Campground 
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Eastern Site Plan Detail for 

Big Falls Campground 
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Aerial Photo Demonstrating Potential 

Areas of Expansion 
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Future Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp:  Expansion Plan 

In order to expand facilities at Big Falls Campground, the City of Big 

Falls must acquire or gain permission to use portions of up to four 

properties adjacent to the existing Big Falls Campground. Currently, 

one of these properties is owned by Koochiching County (#91-001-

00060), and three of these are owned by private owners – two of which 

(#91-060-00700 and #91-001-00020) have voiced interest in selling.  

In campground expansion efforts, the City of Big Falls seeks to 

purchase these two private properties and inquire about the possibility 

of easements for routing of a hiking trail loop through the County 

property (#91-001-00060) and the remaining private property (#91-

060-00710). As the sale of the adjacent private property may be time 

sensitive in nature, the City of Big Falls is presently working to acquire 

this land through the process of land appraisals and negotiations. The 

City hopes to conclude this task by 2018. 

In terms of development, acquisition or permission of property use is 

important to campground enhancement efforts. By acquiring the 

southern property for use, the campground will: 

• Add a small but critical area, in the location of the group camp 

site; 

• Extend up the bluff, allowing more opportunities for hiking 

trail routing;  

• Ensure the bluff, which forms a natural bowl and enclosure to 

the campground, will never be developed or altered with 

adverse impacts to the campground; and 

• Add a significant area of upland woodland that allows the city 

to manage the forest for habitat and the campground's natural 

resource based character. 

By acquiring westerly properties for use, the campground will: 

• Add significant space for developing new camp sites; 

• Provide significant areas of upland and lowland forest for 

management; 

• Allow new opportunities to manage the forest to increase the 

percentage of coniferous forest cover; 

• Provide additional space for camper cabins; 

• Greatly increase the park and wayside open space along the 

riverfront; 

• Provide new opportunities to expand the hiking trail more than 

doubling the length; 

• Provide new open space to locate a large shelter;  

• Allow the open space to function as a gathering or event space;  

• Provide a suitable canoe carry-in access for the Big Fork River 

State Water trail; and 

• Introduce a new campground use for a hike-in rustic campsite 

or yurt site. 

In the future, the City has also voiced interest in looking at eastward 

expansion of Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp. While formal 

consideration of this expansion have not yet begun, officials have taken 

notice of the future possibility. 

In the case that land acquisition is not possible, a contingency plan has 

also outlined improvements to the current campground/wayside/park, 

which can be found in Appendix B.
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Ecological/Land Resources Plan 

Land Cover:  Natural, Historical, and Cultural 

Features 

About 10,000 years ago, Lake Agassiz covered about 90% 

of Koochiching County, and when the glacial lake receded, 

it left behind muskeg (decayed vegetation) in the lower 

areas of its dried waterbed. As a result, Koochiching 

County was underlain with substantial deposits of peat. 

The resulting natural landscape thusly contained peatland, 

but also boreal hardwood-conifer and jack pine forests. 

This mixed land cover consisted of sedge fen, black 

spruce-sphagnum bog, white cedar-black ash swamp, 

aspen, birch, balsam fir, white spruce, white cedar, and jack 

pine with red pine, oak, and hazel. Taking advantage of the 

presence of these trees in the early 1900s, some of the first 

settlers to Koochiching County were lumberjacks, who 

braved isolation and harsh weather conditions to survive in 

the area. When it separated from Itasca County in 1906, 

Koochiching County became the second youngest county 

in the state, built upon reliance on Minnesota’s natural 

assets and the perseverance of its settlers. Historically a 

travel crossing in the center of Koochiching County, the 

City of Big Falls rose as a center of logging, aided by the 

Big Fork River in the early 1900s. To this day, both natural 

and historical features highlighting Koochiching County’s 

history are preserved near the Big Falls Campground site, 

as remnants of a historic spillway and railroad bridge (to be 

utilized by the Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail starting in late 

2016) include a treasured centerpiece of culture to the Big 

Falls community. 

Mixed Tree Canopy over Big 

Falls Campground 
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Natural Resources Management Plan 

Efforts at the Big Falls Campground will strive to preserve the integrity 

of natural land and minimize impact. Future plans could include 

monitoring site biodiversity and plant life, working to eradicate invasive 

plant species and support native vegetation at the facility, pursuing 

efforts to reduce stormwater runoff into the adjacent Big Fork River, 

and working to support health of the Big Fork River and its shorelines. 

Keeping record of plant life through photography can help monitor 

biodiversity and plant life at the facility. If done every year, keeping 

consistent photo locations and photo aspects, the resulting 

photographs could allow records about changes in landscape to be 

developed throughout time. Another method to monitor biodiversity 

and plant life at the facility is through annual inventory of emerging 

plants. Either one of these methods could enable better understanding 

of the site and be developed into an educational tool through 

interpretive signage at the site. 

Working to eradicate invasive plant species and support native 

vegetation can help ensure the ability for natural resources to retain 

their integrity and visitors to enjoy their time at the site. Exotic species 

such as buck thorn and purple loosestrife, along with invasive forest 

insects and diseases, pose a threat to the health of natural wildlife as 

well as the experience of facility users. The best thing site managers 

could do is work to eradicate invasive species and replant native 

vegetation at the site. A similar practice would also be conducted to 

eradicate poison ivy from along the proposed hiking trail areas in an 

effort to support recreation at the site. Current best practices for the 

removal of invasive species or plants harmful to humans can be 

researched through recommendations provided by the Minnesota 

Department of Natural Resources. 

Pursuing efforts to reduce stormwater runoff not only can help 

maintain the natural facilities in Big Falls Campground by stopping 

polluted water from entering Big Fork River, but it can also help Big 

Fork River maintain its status as one of the cleanest rivers in 

Minnesota. A few options available to site managers looking to mitigate 

stormwater runoff is the inclusion of buffer strips, vegetated swales, 

and native plants at the site. These features can prevent stormwater 

from entering waters and harming the health of river shorelines. 

Working to support health of the Big Fork River and its shorelines 

includes identification and resolution of issues along the river. For 

example, a specific project the City of Big Falls would like to pursue 

involves restoring the river’s natural flow. In the 1980s, a spillway used 

to divert water for a power plant was taken out by ice, leaving a 

diversion channel that diverts water almost entirely away from the main 

channel during low flow. As a result, erosion occurs in the diversion 

channel, recreation along the river is hindered, and fish often become 

stranded where low flow occurs in the main channel. While one 

solution would be replacement of the spillway, the Minnesota 

Department of Natural Resources recommends placing a rock weir on 

the upstream end of the diversion channel to return water flow back to 

the main channel and prevent further issues. The City of Big Falls seeks 

to continue discussion to best solve this issue in the future, supporting 

the health of the Big Fork River and its shorelines.
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Programming Plan 

A goal of the City of Big Falls is to continue supporting the 

opportunity for campground visitors to independently indulge in 

the benefits of Minnesota’s natural setting, which has proven 

itself a sustainable and desired asset, while also supporting active 

programming that introduces and continually brings interest to 

the site. Therefore, in the future, the Big Falls Campground 

Steering Committee has voiced a desire for the following 

campground programming to take place at the site: 

• Interpretive Signage:  As a regional destination with 

considerable natural and historical resources on-site, Big 

Falls Campground is the perfect place to host interpretive 

signage highlighting regional natural and historical features, 

which could be utilized by schools learning about area nature 

and history. The City of Big Falls may work with the 

Koochiching County Historical Society and the Minnesota 

Department of Natural Resources to produce and implement 

this project. 

• Nature-Based Playground:  A nature-based playground at 

the center of development plans offers a unique opportunity 

to extend education of Big Falls’s timber history to children 

and their parents. The City of Big Falls would work to 

develop the playground and a corresponding educational 

program. 

• Community Use:  As in the past, considerable 

programming would come through use of the hybrid site for 

events held by area schools, organizations, community 

education programs, and private parties. 

• Web-based Marketing and Social Media:  To extend 

awareness of its facility, the City of Big Falls will utilize social 

Existing Pavilion at Big 

Falls Campground 
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media platforms (i.e. Facebook) to bolster Big Falls 

Campground’s online presence and visibility.  
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Research Plan 

 

Collecting Site Usage 

In an effort to be aware of and accommodate for its 

campground visitors, the City of Big Falls currently takes 

part in information collection on its overnight guests, who 

provide data when reserving campsites as well as feedback 

in a campground comment box located on-site. However, 

as further development of the park occurs, a desire to 

better understand the amount and types of visitors to the 

campground will call for a Visitor Count and Site Intercept 

Survey System to be established. These measures will help 

provide information on all visitors, including day visitors 

and wayside users, as they visit the hybrid park site. 

Outlined in Section 6 of the Greater MN Regional Parks and 

Trails Strategic Plan, the protocol for Visitor Counts and Site 

Intercept Surveys outlines the methodology for conducting 

studies at a regional facility. This protocol includes a study 

period between Memorial Day and Labor Day, random 

sample locations, counts based on the numbers of campers 

staying at the campground, on-site interviews of visitors 

and park users, and simultaneous administration of visitor 

counts and surveys. To be completed by City of Big Falls 

staff, these methods will produce quality information on 

facility use throughout the year.  

Existing Picnic Shelter at Big 

Falls Campground 
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Implementation, Management, and Sustainability Plan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implementation Strategies 

The implementation strategy and development priorities 

connected to Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp will 

include sustainability efforts in the physical, programming, 

operations and management, and ecological aspects of the 

site. These aspects are highlighted specifically in the write-

ups on the following pages, and touched upon in cost 

projections presented at the end of this section.  

As phased implementation of development plans is also a 

strategy of campground improvement; an implementation 

schedule that lists action steps and a perceived 

implementation timeline is included in Appendix A. 

  
An Existing Primitive Site 

at the Campground 
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Physical Sustainability 

In order for Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp to 

provide its purpose and meet its goals as a special 

recreational feature park, use of the campground must 

occur. Therefore, upkeep of the campground by the City 

of Big Falls will continue to provide services that maintain 

the campground facilities, which will promote a quality 

park experience. These services include identification and 

resolution of issues related to physical assets as well as 

regular maintenance and care to mitigate decline of 

existing and future facilities. Through maintaining the 

safety and ability for all ages and abilities to enjoy the area, 

the hybrid campground/wayside/park will enable use for 

generations to come. 

  

A view of the Big Fork River 

from the Highway 71 Bridge 
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Operations and Management Sustainability 

Operations, maintenance, and management of Big Falls 

Campground and Horse Camp are and will be the sole 

responsibility of the City of Big Falls. Currently, the City of 

Big Falls employs a seasonal campground host to oversee 

day-to-day operations on-site. Overseeing day-to-day 

operations includes general on-site operations (i.e. facilities 

reserved for community use, guest check-in/check-out) 

and light maintenance (i.e. garbage clean-up), while general 

maintenance (i.e. mowing) is the responsibility of the City 

of Big Falls Maintenance Department. These operations 

will continue to ensure continued upkeep of facilities at the 

campground/wayside/park. General management 

responsibilities are largely handled by Big Falls’s city clerk, 

who takes campsite reservations year-round and maintains 

financial operations. These tasks will continue and may be 

attended to by additional personnel in the future as 

needed.  

Rules and regulations affecting Big Falls Campground 

include the City of Big Falls Campground Policy (Appendix C), 

which outlines general site use rules for visitors, and the 

Big Fork River Plan (available to view and download at 

https://www.co.itasca.mn.us/Home/Departments/Envir

onmental Services), which outlines strategies by the Big 

Fork River Board to “protect the Big Fork River from 

uncontrolled and unplanned development through local 

zoning ordinances, compatible recreational development, 

donation or scenic easements for critical lands, and wise 

management of public lands along the River.” The City of 

Big Falls will continue to meet standards set forth in these 

Road Sign Announcing the Horse 

Camp across Highway 71 

https://www.co.itasca.mn.us/Home/Departments/Environmental%20Services
https://www.co.itasca.mn.us/Home/Departments/Environmental%20Services
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documents as they work to physically develop the park 

site.  
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Ecological Sustainability 

Big Falls Campground will provide not only a unique 

camping and recreational experience for its visitors, but 

also a facility tied with value placed on preservation of 

northern Minnesota’s natural assets. As a part of these 

efforts, the City of Big Falls will work to identify and 

resolve issues as well as mitigate impact of ecological 

features at the campground/wayside/park. As is stated in 

the Natural Resources Management Plan, this will also include 

efforts to maintain and support the health of the 

campground’s adjacent section of Big Fork River, namely 

through issues related to a damaged spillway and 

subsequent erosion. As the riverside location offers a 

unique opportunity to instill an appreciation and a 

fervency to protect land and water resources in the area, 

the City of Big Falls will work to sustain the campground 

as a showcase for appreciating, sustaining, and restoring 

natural landscapes. 

  

Remnants of the Man-made Spillway Diverting 

Water from the Big Fork Falls area 
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Cost Projections and Implementation Schedule 

Acquisition*   Expenses, Projected ($) 

Land Acquisition Costs   300,000.00 

SUBTOTAL   300,000.00 

Development Quantity Unit Expense ($) Expenses, Projected ($) 

Probable Project    

Mobilization 0.07 357,019.82 24,991.00 

Traffic Control N/A 2,500.00 2,500.00 

Clearing and Grubbing 1 15,000.00 15,000.00 

Demolition 1 8,500.00 8,500.00 

Silt Fence 1,500 3.00 4,500.00 

Temporary Rock Construction Entrance 1 750.00 750.00 

Common Excavation Roads and Campsites 1,710 8.00 13,683.00 

4" Perforated Pipe Drains w/1 co 400 5.00 2,000.00 

ADA Camp Sites Concrete 4,200 8.00 33,600.00 

Camp Sites Aggregate Base 12” 830 25.00 20,741.00 

Select Granular Borrow (12” Thickness) 725 25.00 18,130.00 

Drives and Center Trail Aggregate Base (6" thickness) 743 25.00 18,587.00 

12" RCP 60 50.00 3,000.00 

Aprons 4 360.00 1,440.00 

Concrete Paving 7,900 8.00 63,200.00 

Trail:  Rustic Hiking Trail-Perimeter and Connection 
to Horse Camp 

3,450 10.00 34,500.00 

6” Topsoil 667 22.00 14,667.00 

4” Solid Line White-Epoxy 594 2.50 1,485.00 

Erosion Control Blanket:  Category 3 1,000 1.50 1,500.00 

Trees:#25 cont. 150 175.00 26,250.00 

Sod 900 3.00 2,700.00 

Seeding 1 6,000.00 3,788.00 

Utilities Electric: System and Camp Sites 1 60,000.00 60,000.00 

Site Lighting 2 4,500.00 9,000.00 

  Probable Project 
Subtotal 

384,512.00 

Probable Project Contingency 0.15 384,512.00 57,676.80 

Cont’d Next Page 
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   Probable Project 
Total 

442,188.80 

Amenities    

Mobilization 0.07 1,046,421.50 73,250.00 

Bituminous Wear Course (3”) 1,335 80.00 106,822.00 

Restroom Facility 2 105,000.00 210,000.00 

Sanitary Utility 1 200,000.00 200,000.00 

Water Utility:  Connect to New Restroom/Shower 
Facility 

1 30,000.00 30,000.00 

Camper Cabins 3 65,000.00 195,000.00 

Large Picnic Shelter with Hearth 1 130,000.00 130,000.00 

Picnic Shelters 1 45,000.00 45,000.00 

Yurt 1 22,000.00 22,000.00 

Natural Play Area 1 35,000.00 35,000.00 

Kiosk Check-in Station 1 10,000.00 10,000.00 

Arrival Sign 1 4,000.00 4,000.00 

Highway Sign 1 15,000.00 15,000.00 

Benches 8 1,200.00 9,600.00 

Picnic Tables 16 2,000.00 32,000.00 

Trash 10 200.00 2,000.00 

  Amenities Subtotal 1,119,672.00 

Amenities Contingency 0.15 1,119,672.00 167,950.80 

  Amenities Total 1,287,622.80 
River Hydrology Work   N/A 

SUBTOTAL   1,287,622.80** 

Operations Expenses, 2014 ($) Expenses, 2015 ($) Annual Expenses, Projected 
($) 

Host Stipend 2,604.00 4,080.00 8,492.00 

Office Supplies 516.00 25.00 80.00 

Advertising 0.00 304.00 500.00 

Telephone 141.00 124.00 132.00 

Property Insurance 605.00 590.00 626.00 

Electric 4,262.00 5,182.00 5,500.00 

Garbage 913.00 725.00 770.00 

Permits/Licenses 161.00 146.00 155.00 

Credit Card Fees 423.00 312.00 531.00 

Cont’d Next Page 
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SUBTOTAL 9,625.00 11,488.00 16,786.00 

Maintenance*** Expenses, 2014 ($) Expenses, 2015 ($) Annual Expenses, Projected 
($) 

Maintenance Supervisor (141 hours @ $21.39) N/A N/A 3,015.99 

Seasonal Maintenance Worker (200 hours @ $11.85) N/A N/A 2,370.00 

Cleaning Supplies 658.00 679.00 721.00 

Repair/Maintenance Supplies 1,259.00 719.00 763.00 

Tools/Equipment 101.00 0.00 53.00 

Contractual Repairs/Maintenance 405.00 405.00 430.00 

SUBTOTAL 2,423.00 1,803.00 7,352.99 

TOTAL   1,611,761.79**** 

 

* Land acquisition costs are collectively estimated based on past land appraisals and current property negotiations. The estimated expense may be subject to change. 

** Development subtotal excludes river hydrology work. 

*** Maintenance positions include benefits of PERA, FICA, and pension. 

**** Total overall cost excludes river hydrology work, and includes one year of projected expenses.   



 

 
 

 40 

SECTION 4:  POTENTIAL FUNDING SOURCES 

One of the major constraints for any park development project is funding. Available funding for public campground improvement projects can come 

from federal, state, and/or local sources. Opportunities available to enhance Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp include, but are not limited to, the 

following: 

• Blandin Foundation:  Blandin Foundation partners with community-focused organizations throughout rural Minnesota, and especially within 

Itasca County, to build healthy communities. To be eligible for Blandin Foundation grants, organizations must be located in Minnesota, be a 

501(c)3 organization or unit of government, and propose projects that align with the Foundation's mission and focus areas (vibrant Itasca 

communities, invest in leadership, and expand opportunity). Find more information at www.blandinfoundation.org.  

• The Environment and Natural Resources Trust Fund (ENRTF):  Administered by the Legislative-Citizen Commission on Minnesota 

Resources (LCCMR), the ENRTF is a permanent fund in the state treasury that was established in the Minnesota Constitution through voter 

approval. It holds assets that can be appropriated by law “for the public purpose of protection, conservation, preservation, and enhancement of 

the state's air, water, land, fish, wildlife, and other natural resources." The funding process follows an annual schedule, with a request for 

proposals announced in January of any year, with funding available to selected projects in July of the next year. Find more information at 

www.lccmr.leg.mn.   

• 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 parks 

and 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. 

• Koochiching County:  Koochiching County offers numerous funding opportunities for development and tourism. A specific opportunity that 

may apply to the Big Falls Campground project is tourism funding, which is distributed annually and can be used on projects that will bring 

visitors to Koochiching County. 

• Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Grants:  The Minnesota DNR offers numerous funding opportunities for recreation 

throughout Minnesota. Specific grant opportunities that may apply to the Big Falls Campground project include the following: 

o Natural and Scenic Area Grants (  http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/land/nsa/index.html) 

o Outdoor Recreation Grant Program (http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/outdoor_rec.html)  

o Regional Parks Grants (www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/parkgrants.html) 

http://www.blandinfoundation.org/
http://www.lccmr.leg.mn/
http://www.gmrptcommission.org/
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/land/nsa/index.html
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/outdoor_rec.html
http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/parkgrants.html
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o Water Recreation Cooperative Acquisition & Development Program (www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/water_rec.html) 

• Minnesota Department of Transportation:  The Minnesota Department of Transportation has shown interest in addressing features 

connected to the park, which have an impact on Highway 71. Such features include the former spillway (which spurs erosion issues that affect 

the highway bridge), speed issues along Highway 71, and signage needs. Different funding programs through the Minnesota Department of 

Transportation could fully or partially pay for expenses related to this work. 

• Northland Foundation:  Created by the McKnight Foundation, the Northland Foundation provides financial and technical resources to 501 

(c)(3) tax-exempt nonprofits, schools, and other public entities serving Aitkin, Carlton, Cook, Itasca, Koochiching, Lake, and St. Louis 

Counties. Support is directed toward three priorities areas: Children, Youth, and Families; Opportunities for Self-Reliance; and Aging with 

Independence. For Big Falls Campground, this funding source may be useful with innovative programming efforts that may otherwise not be 

funded. Find more information at www.northlandfdn.org.  

• The Northspan Group Inc.:  Northspan is a consulting service based out of Duluth, Minnesota, which specializes in creative thinking, 

enterprising strategies, and effective approaches to help businesses, communities, regions, and organizations in the Upper Midwest achieve 

their development goals. Its work in economic development and community development partners may offer opportunity for the City of Big 

Falls to implement some facets of Big Falls Campground improvement. Find more information at www.northspan.org.  

• Otto Bremer Trust:  The Otto Bremer Trust strives to build healthy, vibrant communities where Bremer banks are located, including 

International Falls. The trust gives highest priority to opportunities with the potential to move a community forward in meaningful, powerful 

and broad-based ways, but as it applies to Big Falls Campground, does not fund environmental work or historic preservation efforts. Find more 

information at www.ottobremer.org.  

• Transportation Alternatives Program (TAP): The TAP is a competitive grant opportunity for local communities and regional agencies to 

fund projects for pedestrian and bicycle facilities, historic preservation, Safe Routes to School, and more in Minnesota. The Minnesota 

Department of Transportation solicits eligible applicants, and each region’s Area Transportation Partnership (ATP) selects regional projects for 

funding. While the program does not fund general recreation and park facilities, the wayside capacity of Big Falls Campground and Horse 

Camp may qualify the site for eligibility on some projects, such as a Highway 71 crossing strategy or a scenic overlook. Find more information 

at www.dot.state.mn.us/map-21/tap.html. 

  

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/grants/recreation/water_rec.html
http://www.northlandfdn.org/
http://www.northspan.org/
http://www.ottobremer.org/
http://www.dot.state.mn.us/map-21/tap.html
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http://www.files.dnr.state.mn.us/aboutdnr/reports/parks/2012_park_visitor_report.pdf
http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/27071
http://files.dnr.state.mn.us/eco/mcbs/natural_vegetation_of_mn.pdf
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APPENDIX A:  ACTION STEPS AND IMPLEMENTATION SCHEDULE 

Vision:  The vision of the Big Falls Campground Steering Committee is to develop the City of Big Falls’s existing municipal campground/wayside/park 

into a premier hybrid facility that welcomes and connects a wide variety of user groups to the natural, cultural, and historic features of Northern 

Minnesota as a regional destination and gateway to distinctive recreational opportunity in “the heart of the wilderness.” 

DEVELOPMENT PLAN ACTION STEPS 

Short-term Goals (1-2 years) 
DS 1. Acquire adjacent properties and/or land easements to enable expansion and enhancement of Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp facilities.  

 

DS 2. Enhance facilities at current restroom/shower house to update the facility and upgrade its features to compliance with ADA standards. 

 

DS 3. Develop a shelter for campground-managed wood storage. 

 

DS 4. Develop the ‘River’s Edge’ area to serve as a public space that highlights scenic vistas of the Big Fork River. 

• DS 4.1. Add a large group pavilion, two smaller shelters, benches, and an open space to accommodate multiple uses as well as needs of 

private parties wishing to use the space for an event.  

 

DS 5. Develop and continue to support recreation options at the Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp site. 

• DS 5.1. Install formal access to the Big Fork State Water Trail, and implement a system for canoe/kayak storage at water access. 

• DS 5.2. Construct a natural surface hiking trail that loops through the natural and more developed areas on the campground/wayside/park 

site. 

• DS 5.3. Enhance access to the Blue Ox/Voyageur Trail from the park site. 

• DS 5.4. Work to maintain access to horse trails directly from Big Falls Horse Camp. 

 

DS 6. Continue discussions with the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources and the Big Fork River Board about restoring the Big Fork River 

back to its main channel. 

• DS 6.1. Consider rebuilding historic spillway to restore the River’s flow to its natural course. 

 

DS 7. Work with the Minnesota Department of Transportation to determine and install traffic calming measures (i.e. campground/wayside/park 

welcome sign, landscaping, etc.) that will mitigate speed issues on Highway 71, which currently bisects Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp. 

• DS 7.1. Investigate options for Highway 71 pedestrian crossing, including an ‘under-the-bridge’ option. 
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Mid-term Goals (3-10 years) 

DM 1. Increase number of campsites from 18 to 36, and enhance some campsites to supply modern hook-ups and to comply with standards set forth 

by the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

• DM 1.1. Install potable water and electricity service in campground where deemed necessary, and consider installing sewer facilities and 

dump station on-site. 

• DM 1.2. Provide campsites that comply with ADA standards, accounting for the ground surface of the campsite and accessibility to restroom 

facilities. 

 

DM 2. Add a “group site” to accommodate the needs of camping groups (i.e. extended families, Boy Scout groups, etc.) 

 

DM 3. Add camper cabins, which will feature cart-in or hike-in access from parking stalls. 

 

DM 4. Add another restroom/shower house that is compliant with ADA standards to accommodate for expanded campground facilities and increased 

use as a park and as a wayside rest. 

 

DM 5. Add another driving loop to allow access to new campsites, and work with traffic and wayfinding signage to effectively direct the hybrid park’s 

variety of users (i.e. wayside rest visitors, park users, campground guests, etc.). 

 

DM 6. Increase road visibility of campground/wayside/park through wayfinding and entrance signage that extends awareness of the site to visitors and 

travelers. 

• DM 6.1. Work with the Minnesota Department of Transportation to plan and implement a signage program. 

 

DM 7. Enhance on-site parking to accommodate for hybrid use of the site, with reserved stalls for camper cabins, day-use of the park facility, and 

handicap-accessible use. 

 

DM 8. Install a centralized ‘nature-based’ playground (a low-cost and -maintenance play space using natural features such as trees, hills, and native 

plants) that may include interpretive information on Koochiching County’s history with the timber industry. 

• Potential ‘nature-based’ equipment includes:  stump jump, trunk climb, tree walk, built-a-shelter, and spillway. 

 

DM9. Investigate opportunities related to eastward expansion of Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp. 
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NATURAL RESOURCES MANAGEMENT PLAN ACTION STEPS 

 

Short-term Goals (1-2 years) 
NRS 1. Start developing and implement an annual program to document plant-life and monitor biodiversity at Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp. 

• NRS 1.1. Consider either launching an annual inventory of emerging plants or taking photos of plant life, keeping consistent photo locations 

and photo aspects, to capture year-by-year changes in the park landscape.  

 

NRS 2. Continue to support natural wildlife at the site. 

• NRS 2.1. Identify and work to eradicate invasive and/or harmful plant species, invasive and harmful insects, and diseases negatively affecting 

natural resources that act as barriers to ecological health and site use. 

o NRS 2.1.1. Investigate possibilities to address and possibly remove poison ivy near proposed areas of future facilities development. 

• NRS 2.2. Support existing native vegetation, and seek opportunities to introduce/reintroduce native vegetation where deemed appropriate. 

• NRS 2.3. Work with the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources to discuss proper methods for plant species removal/introduction 

when deemed necessary.  

 

NRS 3. Continue to support the health of the Big Fork River to help maintain the River’s status as one of the cleanest river bodies in Minnesota. 

• NRS 3.1. Pursue efforts to stop pollution from entering the River from use of campground/wayside/park facilities by working to reduce 

stormwater runoff. 

o NRS 3.1.1. Consider the inclusion of buffer strips, vegetated swales, and native plants along the river to maintain stormwater runoff 

at the site. 

• NRS 3.2. Consider rebuilding historic spillway to return the Big Fork River back to its main channel and to reduce further hindrance to the 

health and resiliency of the shoreline, aquatic life, and recreation along the River. 

• NRS 3.3. Work to identify and resolve issues impacting the health of the Big Fork River, its aquatic species, and shorelines. 

• NRS 3.4. Work with the Big Fork River Board and the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources to address issues related to the Big Fork 

River, and continue to be involved in future planning efforts involving the Big Fork River. 

 

PROGRAMMING PLAN ACTION STEPS 

 

Short-term Goals (1-2 years) 
PS 1. Continue to support community use of the site through offering opportunities to host community programs and private parties (i.e. weddings, 

family reunions, etc.) at the site. 
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PS 2. Bolster visibility of campground/wayside/park through outreach opportunities, including web-based and social media applications. 

 

PS 3. Develop a relationship with area schools and area education programs to offer the site as a center to instill lessons in history, natural resources, 

geography, and more.  

 

Mid-term Goals (3-10 years) 
PM 1. Coincide with site development and installation of a ‘nature-based’ playground (See DM 7.) to introduce interpretive signage highlighting 

Koochiching County’s natural resources and the area’s logging history. 

 

RESEARCH PLAN ACTION STEPS 

 

Short-term Goals (1-2 years) 
RS 1. Continue collecting registration information on overnight guests. 

 

RS 2. Implement a system to count and interview site visitors in accordance with the Greater Minnesota Regional Parks and Trails Strategic Plan in an effort 

to better understand the needs of those visiting Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp. 

 

IMPLEMENTATION, MANAGEMENT, AND SUSTAINABILITY PLAN ACTION STEPS 

 

Short-term Goals (1-2 years) 
IMSS 1. Maintain Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp’s current management structure through the City of Big Falls, which will continue to provide 

services that maintain and upkeep campground facilities.  

• IMSS 1.1. Continue offering the position of a seasonal campground host that oversees day-to-day operations on-site.  

• IMSS 1.2. Continue to provide management responsibilities through the City of Big Falls and its city clerk. 

 

IMSS 2. Continue to meet standards set forth in existing policies and plan documents affecting site development, and take part in future planning 

efforts for resources and facilities that connect with Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp. 

• IMSS 2.1. Continue to enforce the City of Big Falls Campground Policy, and update the policy as needed. 

• IMSS 2.2. Abide by the Big Fork River Plan in planning for the ecological future of Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp. 
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Mid-term Goals (3-10 years) 
IMSM 1. Continue to maintain site facilities, and make a plan to accommodate for physical sustainability of enhanced and added facilities at Big Falls 

Campground and Horse Camp in the future. 

• IMSM 1.1. Identify and resolve issues related to physical assets at the campground/wayside/park.  

• IMSM 1.2. Provide regular maintenance and care to mitigate decline of existing and future facilities at Big Falls Campground and Horse 

Camp. 

 

IMSM 2. Evaluate the need for additional employment as campground/park/wayside facilities expand in the future. 

 

IMSM 3. Work to identify and resolve ecological issues at Big Falls Campground and Horse Camp, as well as mitigate impacts of ecological features 

during future development efforts at the site. 
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APPENDIX B:  CAMPGROUND EXPANSION CONTINGENCY PLAN 

 

 

 

 

As features of the full Big Falls Campground design rely 

on physical expansion, the City of Big Falls is actively 

working to acquire adjacent campground properties for its 

use. While these properties are currently available for 

purchase, the City has not yet completed acquisition 

efforts, which creates the possibility that the City may not 

be able to acquire these properties. Considering this 

possibility, a plan has been prepared to spur development 

efforts if acquisition cannot take place. 

Generally reflecting changes outlined in the full 

campground development plan, the contingency plan 

includes enhancements to the campground entrance, 

campsites, the “Falls Overlook” area, parking facilities, and 

the existing restroom/shower house, in addition to an 

added trail system and nature-based playground on the 

site. These enhancements and additions are outlined in the 

site plan on the following page.  
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Contingency Site Plan for 

Big Falls Campground 



 

 
 

 52 

APPENDIX C:  CITY OF BIG FALLS CAMPGROUND POLICY 

The purpose of this policy to create a fun, safe and relaxing place for Big Falls residents and visitors to enjoy. 

 

Camp sites. Fees are to be paid according to the current posted fee schedule. One RV and one tent or two tents are allowed per paid site. Additional 

tents or RVs will be charged accordingly. Camper drains are NOT permitted to run on the ground. 

Check-In/Out. Check-in is at noon. A check out time of 11 a.m. will be enforced if the site is reserved for that night. 

Reservations. Reservations are available by calling the city office or the camp host, and cannot be accepted more than 6 months prior to the arrival date. 

The city reserves the right to require reservations to be prepaid. A minimum stay of two nights is required over the following holidays: Memorial 

weekend, 4th of July and Labor Day weekend. Any cancellations must be made 48 hours prior to arrival in order to receive a refund. The pavilion is 

available to reserve for special events by contacting the city office. 

Pets. Pets are welcome in the campground on a leash or tie at all times. They are not to enter other campsites without the occupant’s permission. All 

litter must be cleaned up and properly disposed. Any nuisance barking must be immediately controlled, or you may be asked to remove the animal from 

the campground. 

Quiet Hours. For the comfort of all guests, quiet hours will be enforced from 10 p.m. to 7 a.m. ATVs. ATV’s are allowed to drive into and out of the 

main campground, as long as speed limits and quiet hours are obeyed. Courtesy and caution must be used at all times. No recreational driving 

throughout the campground is allowed. Please show respect for guests at the horse camp, and use extreme caution and low speeds near any horses. 

Fires. Fires are allowed in the designated pits only. The pits may NOT be moved. Make sure fires are “dead out” when leaving your site. Signs will be 

posted in the event of a burning ban issued by the DNR. 

Trash. Place all trash in the cans or dumpsters provided. Do not burn garbage in the fire pits. The dumpster is for use by campground guests only. 

Horse Camp. Use the picket lines provided when tying your horse. Portable corrals are permitted if necessary – grounds must be raked and restored 

after their use - and try to keep the corrals on the gravel whenever possible. All manure and hay is to be removed from the camp sites and placed in the 

manure pit provided. Be considerate to other visitors and clean up after your horses on the highway bridge walkways. Remember that all area trails are 

“multi-use” and you must use caution when meeting motorized vehicles. 

 

REFUSAL TO FOLLOW THE POLICY MAY RESULT IN REMOVAL FROM THE CAMPGROUND WITHOUT REFUND OF PAYMENT. 
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