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This summary of significant recreation resources in the Central Sand Plains is substantially taken from the Central 
Sand Plains chapter of the Ecological Landscapes of Wisconsin book (WDNR 2015). 

Significant Recreation Resources 

The CSP EL has a significant proportion (30%) of land and water in public ownership, ranking sixth out of the 16 
ELs in Wisconsin.  This provides an abundant land and water base for public recreation and includes: 
 

• 92,000 acres of public waters 

• Nearly 340,000 acres of county lands 

• Over 39,000 acres of federal lands 

• Over 184,000 acres of DNR-managed recreational lands, including: 

o Over 98,000 acres of Fishery and Wildlife Areas 

o Over 67,000 acres of State Forest 

o over 9,000 acres of stand-alone State Natural Areas 

o Over 8,000 acres of State Parks 

 
The public lands in the CSP EL offer a wide variety of recreational activities, including hunting, fishing, trapping, 
motorized and non-motorized trail activities, paddling, camping, boating, swimming, wildlife watching, and nature 
education/appreciation.  The Castle Rock and Petenwell flowages can accommodate large motorized watercraft, 
and motor boating is popular.  The Black River State Forest, county forests, and state parks offer developed 
campgrounds, swimming and picnic areas, boat launches, and many miles of trails for hiking, biking, cross-country 
skiing, horseback riding, ATV riding, and snowmobiling.  The Black River is popular for paddling.  Coldwater streams 
throughout the region offer trout fishing and warmwater rivers and flowages host warmwater fisheries.  Forests, 
wetlands, and grasslands on state Fishery, Wildlife, and State Natural Areas as well as federal lands offer abundant 
hunting, trapping, and wildlife viewing opportunities.  Some properties provide for more specialized activities such 
as dog training and trialing. 
 
The Wisconsin Land Legacy Report (Pohlman et al. 2006), which identified those places most important to meeting 
the state’s conservation and recreation needs over the next 50 years, identified 16 sites that are located entirely 
or partially within the CSP EL.  Nine of the sites have the highest rating for conservation significance and two – the 
Black River and the Middle Wisconsin River – have the highest rating for recreation potential. 
 
The CSP has a relatively high number and density of campgrounds compared to other ELs.  Multipurpose 
recreational trails are abundant in the CSP counties, totaling over 3,000 miles, but this EL ranks 12th out of 16 ELs 
in trail density (miles of trail per square mile of land).   

Regional Recreation Needs 

A recent Recreation Opportunities Analysis (ROA) (WDNR 2018) solicited public input about popular recreational 
activities in different recreation regions around the state, as well as regional recreational needs and shortages, 
through open house meetings and online public input forms.  The recreation regions encompassing the CSP EL are 
mostly Western Sands with a small portion in Southern Gateways.  Using the information gathered through this 
effort, as well as from the results of a 2016 survey about recreation participation and needs administered to a 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/landscapes/Book.html
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Lands/RecAnalysis/
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random sample of Wisconsin residents statewide as part of the development of the 2017-2022 Statewide 
Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP)), the ROA 
identified recreation opportunities most needed in the Western Sands and Southern Gateways regions and the 
potential role of DNR properties in helping to meet these needs. 
 
Additional opportunities for trail-based activities were commonly cited as needs by respondents, especially 
hiking/walking trails in both regions, biking and horseback riding trails in Western Sands, and motorized trails in 
Southern Gateways.  Respondents for the Western Sands region also indicated a need for more horse 
campgrounds.  Rock climbing is a growing activity in Western Sands, with participants citing a need for legal access 
to climbing opportunities. 
 
The ROA used the information from both the SCORP survey and the ROA public input to group most-needed 
recreation activities into high, medium, and low categories.  The table below lists activities ranked as high future 
recreation needs for the two recreation regions of the CSP. 
 

Western Sands Southern Gateways 

• Bicycling – bicycle touring/road biking 
• Bicycling – mountain/off-road biking 
• Bird or wildlife watching 
• Camping - developed 
• Camping - primitive 
• Canoeing or kayaking 
• Cross-country skiing 
• Dog walking 
• Fishing – lake fishing from boat, canoe, kayak 
• Fishing – lake fishing from shore, pier 
• Fishing – stream/river fishing from shore, 

wading 
• Hiking, walking, trail running, backpacking 
• Horseback riding 
• Hunting – big game 
• Picnicking 
• Snowshoeing 
• Swimming in lakes and rivers 

• ATV/UTV riding 
• Bicycling – bicycle touring/road biking 
• Bicycling – mountain/off-road biking 
• Bird or wildlife watching 
• Camping - developed 
• Camping - primitive 
• Canoeing or kayaking 
• Fishing – lake fishing from shore, pier 
• Gather mushrooms, berries, etc. 
• Hiking, walking, trail running, backpacking 
• Motorboating (waterski/tubing, personal 

watercraft) 
• Picnicking 
• Snowshoeing 
• Swimming in lakes and rivers 

 
Several properties in the CSP EL plan may have potential to meet recreational shortages and high-ranked 
recreation needs, including non-motorized trail activities and additional public access to lakes and rivers for fishing 
and paddling.  The planning process will evaluate the potential and suitability of the CSP EL properties to add or 
expand these and other activities to help meet future recreation needs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Lands/scorp/

