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This summary of the planning and management considerations for the Central Sand Plains is substantially taken 
from the Central Sand Plains chapter of the Ecological Landscapes of Wisconsin book (WDNR 2015). 
 
The following information summarizes ecological and recreational considerations for planning and management 
in the Central Sand Plains Ecological Landscape (CSP EL).  This section provides a summary of the types of 
information the department uses to inform master planning decisions. 
 
The master planning process takes both ecological and recreation considerations into account.  The two may seem 
distinct, but they are closely connected: outdoor recreation opportunities on a property are shaped by the 
property’s ecological characteristics.  Thus, the ecological information presented here influences both resource 
management planning and recreation planning on DNR properties. 
 
The CSP contains significant areas of publicly owned lands and large blocks of a variety of habitats.  Extensive 
acreages of forests and wetlands in the western part of the Landscape as well as surrogate grasslands east of the 
Wisconsin River present unique opportunities for management at large scales, opportunities that are absent from 
other parts of the state, particularly in the southern half where habitats are often highly fragmented and public 
ownership is limited.  Opportunities exist for landscape-scale restoration and management of globally imperiled 
pine and oak barrens.  A small number of large private ownerships in some areas may facilitate management at 
large scales and potentially make the coordination of management on public and private lands more feasible. 
  
Significant forest management opportunities in the CSP include extensive oak and pine forests, which are common 
and can be managed at all scales and for all age classes.  Early-successional management opportunity is good for 
jack pine, “scrub” oak (may include black oak, northern pin oak, bur oak, or white oak), and, locally, aspen.  
Integration of forest and barrens management is important and should be pursued.  Remnant barrens warrant 
additional protection, restoration, and expansion, and can be compatibly managed with dry jack pine and oak 
forests.  Opportunities exist to develop and maintain old-growth characteristics for bottomland hardwood forest 
as well as for both northern (white pine-red pine) and southern (oak-basswood-maple) dry-mesic forest types. 
 
Abundant wetlands, especially in and around the bed of former Glacial Lake Wisconsin, provide excellent large-
scale management opportunities, especially for acid peatlands supporting many species known mostly from 
northern Wisconsin (and some which are rare in the north).  These wetlands can be managed compatibly with 
surrounding forest and/or open habitats to maximize their utility for sensitive species.  Several rare wetland 
communities, such as White Pine-Red Maple Swamp and Coastal Plain Marsh, are well represented in the CSP and 
harbor many rare species.  The floodplains of major rivers, including the Wisconsin, Black, Yellow, Lemonweir, and 
Eau Claire, contain extensive, contiguous habitats that provide connectivity between habitats in the CSP and other 
ELs to the north, south, and west.  Headwater streams originating in the extensive peatlands could be restored 
and managed as parts of entire riparian systems, a rare opportunity for the southern half of the state. 
 
The sandstone bedrock exposures in the CSP, which include unusual features such as buttes, mesas, mounds, and 
pinnacles, are not found elsewhere in the state.  Some support rare and specialized plant and animal species. 
 
This EL is a major concentration area of rare species, including several that are globally imperiled.  A number of 
disjunct species occur here, sometimes far from their primary ranges.  The CSP’s location and wide variety of 
habitats allow many plants and animals to occur near their southern or northern range limits. 
 
Groundwater withdrawals and contamination are concerns in the CSP due to the sandy soils and high water table.  
Center pivot irrigation is common east of the Wisconsin River and has been increasing to the west.  Commercial 
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cranberry production has been expanding in recent years, sometimes into upland areas as well as wetlands.  The 
spread of invasive species is a growing management concern.  Portions of the CSP have experienced high 
residential development pressure, particularly on or near the shores of large flowages. 
 
Properties within the CSP EL provide regionally significant recreational resources, including a diversity of activities 
in a variety of settings.  Large properties such as the Black River State Forest, several county forests, and the 
Necedah National Wildlife Refuge can accommodate a wide range and diversity of activities, from hunting and 
wildlife watching to motor boating and ATV riding.  Water-based recreation is an important draw, with high 
demand for boating access to the large rivers.  Shallow-water areas within the large public properties provide 
additional opportunity for paddling, fishing, wildlife observation, and hunting.  An ample supply of motorized trails 
in counties such as Jackson and Clark provide for ATV and snowmobile riding. 
 
Although largely rural, the area is influenced by outside tourism demand from the Chicago and Twin Cities 
metropolitan areas.  Easy highway access and relatively inexpensive land draw many visitors and have contributed 
to high housing growth, particularly along river flowages in Adams and Juneau counties.  The growth of the Fox 
Valley and several central and western Wisconsin cities have increased demand for recreational opportunities 
such as off-road biking, cross-country skiing, nature enjoyment, horseback riding, and hunting and fishing. 
 
Recreational needs and shortages have been identified for the region.  Additional opportunity for trail-based 
activities such as hiking, biking, cross-country skiing, and horseback riding, particularly for loop trails on smaller 
properties, has been identified as a primary need.  There is a need for additional water access for swimming, 
fishing, and boating.  Other high-ranked needs include additional opportunities for both developed and rustic 
camping, picnic areas, and wildlife viewing.  There is potential to add or expand recreation activities on 
department properties in the CSP to meet some of these shortages.  Proper siting will be necessary in order to 
ensure a quality recreational experience for users that is compatible with property designations and physical 
capabilities.  Road access, proximity to population centers, and trail connections to regional networks are 
important recreation factors to consider in planning for new or expanded uses.  Ecologically, extensive wetlands 
in portions of the CSP limit the variety of recreational activities that can be supported.  Fragile vegetation and thin 
or erodible soils in other areas may limit trail-based pursuits.  Unique and sensitive natural features such as 
sandstone rock faces or blufftops should be protected from recreational impacts.  Some areas that are rugged in 
character and challenging to access may be more suited to activities that can be pursued in more remote settings 
with simple facilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


