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Description of the Community 
 
For the purpose of this plan, the “community” is defined as the area 
encompassed by Iron County’s political boundaries.  Within these 
boundaries are the cities of Caspian, Gaastra, Iron River, Crystal 
Falls, Village of Alpha, Bates Township, Crystal Falls Township, 
Hematite Township, Iron River Township, Mansfield Township, 
Mastodon Township, and Stambaugh Township.  The development of 
this plan was initiated by the Iron County Commission upon the 
recommendation of the Iron County Recreation Committee. The 
County has endeavored to include neighboring communities in their 
planning process by inviting representatives to submit comments 
and to participate in the planning process by special invitation to 
planning sessions.  The focus of this plan is to address current and 
projected needs for all types of recreational activities.  
Discussion primarily focuses on parcels currently owned by the 
County and set aside for recreation.  The feasibility of additional 
land acquisition for recreation use is also investigated.   

 

 
 



 
 

Administrative Structure 
 
The Iron County Board established an eleven member Parks and 
Recreation Committee that meets monthly according to a published 
schedule.  The Parks and Recreation Committee is responsible for 
advising the county board of Commissioners on items relating to 
upkeep, operation and expansion of the county’s recreation 
facilities and programs.  The recommendations of the Parks and 
Recreation Committee are acted on by the County Board of 
Commissioners. 
 
Day to day activities are preformed under the direction of the 
County Administrator.  The Park Manager at Pentoga Park is 
responsible for carrying out the day to day operations and 
maintenance at that facility.   
 
Camp Batawagama is a County owned and operated facility with a 
unique administrative structure.  The County employs a park 
manager and seasonal staff to run the camp.  Funding for the camp 
comes through a millage that is up for renewal every four years.  
The Camp also has an independent group with a special interest in 
the Camp.  Friends of Camp Batawagama are a group made up of 
former campers, staff and citizens that view the camp as a special 
place.  The mission of the group is to foster interest in the social, 
economic, and educational preservation of the Camp.  Today the 
group is responsible for marketing the camp and fund raising for 
special projects. 
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Recreation Budget 
 
Funding for County recreation facilities and programs is thru the 
County’s general fund.  For the budget year 2009, $146,500.00 are 
committed to recreation, see Appendix ‘B’.  Special projects are 
appropriated as necessary.  The County’s recreation projects also 
rely on the generosity of the many committed citizen volunteers.  
This applies to all County facilities and programs except Camp 
Batawagama. 
 
Camp Batawagama is supported by a millage that is up for renewal 
every four years.  Special projects are funded through this millage 
with finical help from the Friends of Camp Batawagama.  
 

Recreation Inventory 
 
The following list is consists of County Owned and operated 
recreational facilities.  A complete list of recreational facilities 
within the County can be found in Appendix ‘H’. 
 
Heritage Route/Trail  
 The Historic Heritage Route/Trail was designed to explore 
the rich history of Iron County.  There are two components of the 
Iron County Heritage Route/Trail.  The first is the US-2 Historic 
Heritage Route, this section of US-2 was designated by the Michigan 
Department of Transportation in 2000.  Along the Route are 
fourteen historic sites including the Iron County Museum, Pentoga 
Park Indian Burial Grounds, Alpha Circle Historical District, Iron 
County Courthouse, Harbour House, Mansfield Location and 
Pioneer Church, Amasa Museum, Fortune Pond, Be-Wa-Bic State 
Park, Larson Park, Apple Blossom Trail, Lake Ottawa Recreation 
Area & Campgrounds, Mile Post Zero & Treaty Tree, and the Camp 
Gibbs Recreation Area.  A volunteer group entitled ‘Friends of 
Heritage Trail’ is a non-profit group who markets these landmarks. 
 The Iron County Heritage Trail is a proposed 22 mile 
bicycle/pedestrian system that connects Iron River and Crystal 
Falls.  The Trail will contribute to the Historic Heritage Route by 
connecting the historic sites with bicycle and pedestrian friendly 
facilities.  At this time a bicycle path feasibility study has been 
completed along the route under the Federal Scenic Byways 
Program.  A segment of trail in Crystal Falls is scheduled for 
completion in 2010.  This trail will ultimately link with trail 
segments in Iron River, Caspian, and Gaastra.  
 



 
 

Snowmobile/ORV Trails 
 Iron County is home to 236 miles of snowmobile trials and 37 
miles of ORV Trails.  Of these 273 miles of trails, 21 miles are 
owned by Iron County. 
 
Iron County Fairgrounds 
 The Iron County Fairgrounds is a 30 acre site located in Iron 
River Township.  The grounds consist of a grandstand, exhibition 
buildings, and restrooms. 
 
Camp Batawagama 
 Camp Batawagama is part of a 96 acre County owned parcel 
of land between Chicagoan and Indian Lakes.  The Camp itself 
occupies about 28 acres of land on the shores of Indian lake.  For 
the last 60 years the camp has been providing summer programs 
through the Iron County Youth Camp program.  The programs run 
for seven weeks throughout the summer and typically serve youth 
from Iron County and across the Country.   
 
Pentoga Park 
 Pentoga Park is a 60 acre County Park consisting of; a 
recently expanded 135 site campground, playground, swimming 
beach, boat launch, and Indian burial grounds.  In recent years the 
boat launch has seen heavy use and is in need of upgrading. 
 
Paint River 
 Iron County owns a several tracts of land along the River on 
Bates Amasa Road.  This land is currently undeveloped however; it 
is a prime location for a fishing pier and canoe/kayak put in and is 
heavily used by whitewater enthusiasts.  This recreation site could 
be part of a larger County-wide blueway which could eventually 
reach Lake Michigan via the Menominee River. 
 
Cooks Run Property 
 Iron County owns a large tract of forested land on the 
western side of the County.  This property has been used as a fish 
hatchery in the past and is currently unused.  There is interest in 
using this property for youth outdoor programs. 
 



 
 

Natural Resource Inventory 
 
Iron County is largely forested with a vast amount of rivers and 
lakes.  As shown in the maps in Appendix ‘C’ the majority of the land 
is one of three categories; 1) privately owned land enrolled in the 
Commercial Forest Act and is available to the public for 
recreation.  2) Federally owned land available for public 
recreation.  3) State owned land available for public recreation.  
This results in many 
acres being available 
to year-round outdoor 
recreation.  Popular 
activities include 
fishing, hunting, 
camping, snowmobiling, 
and cross country 
skiing.  The major 
Recreation properties 
include Cooks Run 
(County Owned forest), 
ME-SQUA-I-CUM-E Park 
(Paint River Property),  
Camp Batawagama, and 
Bewabic State Park.  
GIS mapping of the 
Recreation Land and 
Public Land in the 
County is shown in 
Appendix ‘C’.  
 



 
 

Planning and Public Participation 
 
The recreation committee, 
recognizing the importance 
of involving the public in 
planning the future 
improvements to the 
County’s recreation 
facilities and holdings, made 
every effort to involve their 
citizens and neighbors.  As 
the first step in that effort, 
a Community Workshop was 
held at the County 
Courthouse in Crystal Falls, 
on November 12, 2009.  The 

event was publicized on local radio stations and in the local news 
paper.  The event was noticed by regular posting at the County 
Courthouse and by distribution of posters across the County, 
including schools and local businesses. 
 
The workshop was attended by nine people who took part in a 
brainstorming session that was designed to draw out the 
recreation facilities most important to the residents.  The ideas 
were recorded on scale maps of the County and the most important 
items were discussed in greater detail. A Written comment form 
was prepared and disturbed for people who 
could not come to the workshop.  A web site 
was also created where presentations and 
progress on the plan could be followed 
and commented on.  Following the public 



 
 

workshop, a draft plan was prepared and made available at local 
libraries and on the project website.  
 

Goals & Objectives 
 
Iron County has experienced a decrease in population that has 
continued for the last twenty years.  However, from 1990 – 2000 
the population stayed almost level (0.3 percent decline).  This is In 

part due to the 
fluctuation of a 
natural resource 
based economy.  The 
leveling off of the 
population decline is 
due to the fact that 
Iron County has seen 
an influx of retires 
as well as an 
increase in the 
support economy for 
the large number of 
seasonal residences.  
The number of 

housing units, according to the 
2000 census, slightly 
outnumbers residents.  This is 
evidence that the tourism 
opportunity as an engine of 
economic activity and growth is 
viable.  Nineteen percent (19%) 
of the County’s population of 
13,138 include families with 
children under the age of 18.  
This highlights the importance 
of Providing recreation 
activities that interest young 
people, including outdoor 
activities that can help reverse 
the national trend of increased 
childhood obesity and a 
disconnect from the natural 
world. 
 



 
 

To help this disconnect 
from the natural world 
and educate the public, 
spacificly youth; the 
county has interest in 
developing a Youth 
Conservation Corp 
program.  Camp 
Batawagama could be 
upgraded to house the 
program while the work is 
done at the Cooks Run 
property.   
 

Quality of life is the single most important attribute that brings 
residents and visitors to Iron County.  The natural features are a 
major part of the setting that makes the County a superior place to 
live, work and recreate.  More formal development of recreation 
facilities is important to maintaining the County’s quality of life.  
These improvements need to match the character of the place and 
its people.   One of the key indicators of quality of life is the quality 
of the County’s water bodies.  As the use of the Chicagoan Lake 
boat launch at Pentoga Park sees more day to day use; the threat 
of invasive species and aquatic diseases has become an increasing 
concern.  The development of a boat wash/disinfection station and 
launch improvements will help protect the quality of lake. 
 
The national interest and trend towards recreation trails is 
mirrored in the County’s interest.  These alternate transportation 
routes (walking and biking) 
serve to link communities to 
areas of interest and are 
the modes of 
transportation most 
available to the young.  As 
a means of outdoor 
exercise, walking is also 
favored by older members 
of the community and doing 
so on trails that include a 
scenic component are 
favored.  Trails have 
always been an important 
part of the landscape in 
Iron County.   
 



 
 

The geographic location of Iron 
County results in drawing 
tourists and nearby residents 
from Illinois, Wisconsin, and the 
Marquette area.   
 
The recent development of 
several localized trail networks 
in Iron River, Caspian and 
Gaastra, provide the opportunity 
for connection to these regional 
trail systems increasing the 
usefulness the County’s local 
trails to residents as well as becoming magnets to tourists.  
Regional trails that offer the opportunity for connection are the 
Apple Blossom Trail and the Heritage Trail.   
 
The County’s recreation lands are also in close proximity to 
historic sites and allow the recreation facilities to include an 
element of interpretation of the areas past.    The large tracts of 
undeveloped private land adjacent to trails, creates an 
opportunity for public / private partnership.  In the development of 
recreation sites as well as projects that support recreation.  For 
example, the construction of a remote Yurt Compound to support 
lodge to lodge recreation is a possible.  This could support both 
motorized and non-motorized trail use.   
 
Trail development should not be limited to non-motorized access.  
Iron County is already a popular destination for ATV’s and 
snowmobiles and provides a valuable asset to the local economy.  
Stronger trail connections to neighboring counties can improve 
the enthusiasts experience and provide a range of activity 
enhancing the four season recreation experience.  Economic 
impacts of new trail connections are not limited to the trails 

themselves.  The economic 
impacts extend to private 
business opportunity, such 
as, fuel, lodging, 
restaurants, motor sports 
retailers, etcetera.  
 
Other trail related 
activities can be non-
traditional.  For example, 
Iron County can be the first 
to provide remote site snow 
theater productions, as seen 



 
 

in the photo at the top of the 
previous page.   

 
The proximity of the trail 
development to other natural 
resource recreation opportunity 
is also a valuable connection 
that is included in the decision 
for trail placement.  These 
access issues can make 
previously inaccessible fishing 
site, for example, available to 

the community and the touring public.  The trail development could 
also be tied into a county-wide blueway, also known as, a 
watertrail.   
 
Iron County has a vast amount of rivers and interconnected scenic 
lakes and reservoirs.  The development of a formal blueway would 
serve the interests of local residents and tourists.  Development 
of County owned property and acquisition of new property could 
lead to a hut – to – hut style canoe/kayak trip.  Locations of the 
Huts combined with the vast amount of roads could also draw 
bicycle tourists.   

 

Photos courtesy of Richard Sloat 



 
 

Action Plan 
 
Development 2010 
Pentoga Park Boat Launch and Boat Wash station: 

Upgrade the boat ramp and launch area.  Upgrades would 
include a boat wash station to help control invasive species 
and diseases.  Expand the parking area, develop a handicap 
accessible parking area and toilets, replace and upgrade the 
dock. 
 
Funding source: MNRTF / LWCF Recreation Grants 
   Michigan Waterways Commission 
                        Local Funding 
   Park Fees 
                                      Community Donations 
 
  Estimated Cost $250,000 

 
 
Development 2010 
Heritage Trail 

Develop a 22 mile bicycle and pedestrian system along the 
MDOT designated Historic Heritage Route.  Bicycle and 
pedestrian facilities along the heritage trail include Signage 
along the roadway portions of the route, bicycle lanes, and 
shared use path.  Development of the heritage Trail would 
provide non-motorized connections to existing trails creating 
a county wide non-motorized trail network. 
 
Funding Source:  MNRTF Recreation Grants 
   MDNR Trail Fund 
   Local Funding 
   Community Donations 
 
Estimated Cost $3,365,000.00 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Development 2010 
Paint River – Me-squa-i-cum-e Park: 
 Canoe/Kayak Put-In/Take-out, Picnic Site, shelter: 

 Develop a universally accessible canoe/kayak put-
in/take-out, picnic area, Picnic Tables, and Site 
improvements.  The site would include amenities such as 
toilets, a shelter, changing rooms and interpretive 
signage.  This site provides improved access to class 3 to 4 
rapids. 
 

Funding source:  
   MNRTF / LWCF Recreation Grants 
   Local Funding 
                                      Community Donations 
 
  Estimated Cost $200,000 

 
Development / Acquisition 2011 
County-wide Blueway: 

Acquire additional land access for primitive 
campsites/blueway access. Provide amenities such as, 
universally accessible toilets and landing/launching areas.  
Acquire land to develop a hut – to - hut canoe/kayak 
experience.  Map the blueway highlighting the scenic rivers 
and lakes of Iron County. 

 
Funding source: MNRTF / LWCF Recreation Grants 
                      Local Funding 
                                      Community Donations 
 
  Estimated Cost $120,000 

 
Development / Acquisition 2012  
Connecting Trails: 

Development and acquisition necessary to construct 
hiking/biking trail connecting existing County trails to 
nearby regional trails, such as the Iron Ore Heritage Trail, 
Dickinson County Bicycle network and the North Country 
Trail. 
 
Funding source: MNRTF / LWCF Recreation Grants 
   MDNR Trail Program 
   MD ............... OT Transportation Enhancement 
   Local Funding 
                                      Community Donations 
 
  Estimated Cost $300,000 



 
 

 
Development 2013 
Camp Batawagama 

Upgrade existing facilities to support an extended season and 
a Youth Conservation Corp.  Upgrades would include ADA 
upgrades, upgrade shower facility, winterize key structures.  
  
Funding Source:  MNRTF / LWCF Recreation Grants 
   Local Funding 
   Community Donations 
 
Estimated Cost $450,000.00 

 
Development 2014 
Cooks Run 

Development of the Cooks Run property would take place 
through a County Youth Conservation Corp.  Development on 
the property would include a driveway and parking area, 
bathroom building, interpretive signage and nature trails. 
 
Funding Source:  MNRTF / LWCF Recreation Grants 
   Local Funding 
   Community Donations 
 

 Estimated Cost $150,000 
 
Development / Acquisition 2010 - 2015  
Improve Trail Connections to surrounding communities for ATV’s 
and Snowmobiles: 

Acquire property or easements as necessary to provide 
connections from surrounding motorized trail system.  
Construct new trail systems to improve access to downtown 
and to broader regional trail systems. 
 
Funding source: MDNR Snowmobile Trail Program 
                        Local Funding 
                                      Community Donations 
    
 
  Estimated Cost $100,000 

  

























Appendix “D” 

Notice for Public Review & Comment 



PUBLIC NOTICE 
 

Iron County is currently in the process of updating their 
Recreation Plan.  The draft plan has been released for public 
review and comment.  Copies are available for viewing at the Iron 
County Commission Office, the Crystal Falls Community Library 
in Crystal Falls, and the West Iron District Library in Iron River.  
A complete copy of the plan is also available at www.upea.com.  
Please forward written comments to: 
 

Bill Sanders 
U.P. Engineers & Architects 
Suite 217 
102 W. Washington 
Marquette, MI 49855 
 

Or email U.P. Engineers & Architects at bsanders@upea.com , or 
call at 906.228.6061.  
 
 

 
 

 



Appendix “E” 

Public Meeting Notice for Plan Adoption/Meeting Minutes 

and Resolution of Adoption 



Appendix “F” 

Transmittal Letters to 

DNR and 

Regional Planning Agency 



 

102 W. Washington Street, Suite 217   Marquette, MI  49855 

906-228-6061 • 800-862-6061 • Fax: 906-228-7144 
 
 

Offices also in: 
Houghton 

Iron Mountain 
Sault Ste Marie 

Marinette 

    
U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.    

    
www.UPEA.com 

 

 

January 14, 2010 
 
Western Upper Peninsula Planning and Development Region 
P.O. Box 365 
Houghton, Michigan 49931 
 
RE:  Iron County Recreation Plan 
 
Dear Sir/Madam: 
 
On behalf of Iron County, this letter is to notify your agency that, with the support of area residents, the 
authority is submitting their Recreation Plan for 2010-2015 to the Michigan Department of Natural 
Resources for approval. 
 
Iron County is, of course, very interested in your comments on the plan and look forward to hearing 
from you.  Comments should be addressed to Bill Sanders, U.P. Engineers & Architects, Suite 217, 
102 Washington Street, Marquette, MI 49855. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
 
Bill Sanders, ASLA 
Landscape Architect 
 
Enclosure: Iron County - Recreation Plan 2010-2015 
 
CC: Grants Division - MNRTF 
 



 

102 W. Washington Street, Suite 217   Marquette, MI  49855 

906-228-6061 • 800-862-6061 • Fax: 906-228-7144 
 
 

Offices also in: 
Houghton 

Iron Mountain 
Sault Ste Marie 

Marinette 

    
U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.U.P. Engineers & Architects, Inc.    

    
www.UPEA.com 

 

 
 
January 14, 2010 
 
Ms. Lisa McTiernan 
Grants, Contracts & Customer Systems 
Michigan Department of Natural Resources 
Stevens T. Mason Building, 6th Floor 
530 W. Allegan 
Lansing, MI 48933 
 
Re: Iron County – Recreation Plan 
 
Dear Lisa, 
 
Please find enclosed one copy of the recreation plan for Iron County.  Also enclosed, is a copy of 
the letter transmitting the plan to the regional planning commission. 
 
If you have any questions regarding the enclosed, please don’t hesitate to call me at (800) 862-
6061. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
 
Bill Sanders, ASLA 
Landscape Architect 
 
 
Enclosure:  Recreation Plan 
  Transmittal Letters 
 
Cc:  Iron County 
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DNR Plan Certification Checklist 







Appendix “H” 

Iron County Recreation Inventory 
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