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CONTEXTSauk Prairie + 
Prairie du Sac

GREAT SAUK STATE TRAIL
Current Trail 
The Great Sauk State Trail (est. 2017) parallels the Wisconsin River through the 
communities of Prairie du Sac and Sauk City, extending through the heart of the 
Sauk Prairie State Recreation Area. Built on a former Union Pacific rail corridor, this 
10.5-mile trail is paved with asphalt. Visitors can enjoy beautiful views as they pass 
through two historic towns nestled above the Wisconsin River. 

The current trail is part of a larger idea that will continue adding successive 
segments and eventually connect this trail heading north to Devil’s Lake State 
Park, the 400 State Trail in Reedsburg, and the Elroy-Sparta Trail in La Valle. To 
the south, it will connect to the Walking Iron Trail and other Dane County trail 
systems via a bridge over the Wisconsin River. It is anticipated that this may be the 
most used trail in the State of Wisconsin.
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GREAT SAUK STATE TRAIL
Sauk Prairie State 
Recreation Area
The Badger Army Ammunition Plant, located adjacent 
to Devil’s Lake State Park, produced smokeless powder, 
rocket propellant, and other explosives used in World War 
II, the Korean War and the Vietnam War.  Declared as 
excess property in 1997 by the U.S. Army, the 7,500 acre 
site transferred to new ownership: the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Ho-Chunk Nation and Wisconsin Department of 
Natural Resources which designated their lands as the Sauk 
Prairie State Recreation Area (SPRA).  The built section of 
the GSST traverses the Army’s former lands and is primarily 
located in the SPRA where it essentially ends.  From this 
location, the future trail plan will identify where and how the 
trail will travel into Devil’s Lake State Park while navigating 
the slope into the Baraboo Range.

Baraboo Area
North of Devil’s Lake State Park, the trail will 
make its way into the City of Baraboo and 
its sister community, the Village of West 
Baraboo.  Once in the Baraboo area, there 
are many opportunities to connect the trail 
to amenities such as restaurants and lodging 
as well as to schools and the University of 
Wisconsin Platteville- Baraboo/Sauk County 
campus.   Completed in April 2017, each of the 
Baraboo communities, the Village of North 
Freedom and Sauk County adopted Phase I 
Baraboo River Corridor Plan, which focuses 
on opportunities that will spur recreation, 
tourism and development to establish the 
region as, “THE premier water recreation 
destination in south central Wisconsin.”  
While this plan focuses on river recreation 
development, there may be opportunities 
to cross the future trail plan with the River 
Corridor Plan.

Devil’s Lake State Park
Situated along the Ice Age National Scenic Trail, Devil’s Lake 
State Park offers magnificent views from 500-foot quartzite 
bluffs overlooking a 360-acre lake. Visitor’s enjoy nearly 
30 miles of hiking trails, lakeshore picnic areas, swimming 
beaches, paddling opportunities, and year-round naturalist 
programs. The most popular state park, it attracts about 3 
million visitors per year. The over 10,000-acre park anchors 
more than 27,000 acres of parkland and natural areas open 
to public recreation in Sauk County. Historically Devil’s Lake 
or “ De Wakacak”, which means Spirit Lake, sits on ancestral 
Ho-Chunk land and contains ancient effigy mounds dating 
back to AD 750-1200.



GREAT SAUK STATE TRAIL
Village of 
North Freedom
Located about 5 miles apart, the Village of Rock Spring and 
North Freedom may serve as main line trail stops or be on 
spur trails connected to the main trail. Both villages offer 
opportunities to connect the trail to amenities, historic 
features and natural resources, including connections to 
the Baraboo River. Nestled along the Baraboo River, the 
Village of North Freedom offers a classic quiet, laid back 
vibe where buildings from a bygone era still maintain 
their charm.  North Freedom’s history is it’s identify; 
originally a mining town established with the discovery 
of ore in the Proterozoic Freedom Formation.  

Baraboo River
In 2002, the final dam on the Baraboo 
River was removed, making it the longest 
free-flowing river in the nation to be 
restored to its pre-settlement condition. 
As the only undamned river in the state,  
its meandering through driftless and 
glaciated Wisconsin makes it a special 
place to paddle.

Village of Rock Springs
The 1880 History of Sauk County, describes Rock 
Springs as “The place is beautifully situated at the base 
of the famous Baraboo Quartzite range, in full view of 
the romantic and wonderful spot known as the Upper 
Narrows.  The surroundings are cheerful and grandly 
picturesque.”  Rock Springs is home to Ableman’s Gorge 
cut by the Baraboo River through Baraboo quartzite, 
Cambrian sandstone, and conglomerate with cliffs that 
rise 200 feet above the river.  Just across from Ableman’s 
Gorge is the Rock Springs Artesian Well which offers free 
cold spring water to passerby’s or future trail users. 



GREAT SAUK STATE TRAIL
City of Reedsburg
Classically midwestern with a small-town charm, the 
Reedsburg area offers an authentic slower paced mystique 
with many welcoming family-friendly events offered through-
out the year. As the trail traverses the City of Reedsburg, it 
will connect with the 400 State Trail at the site of the former 
Chicago and North Western Railway Depot.  The Depot was 
built in 1906 and operated as a passenger station until its 
closing in 1963.  Currently, the station houses the Reedsburg 
Chamber of Commerce and is the headquarters for the 400 
State Trail and in the future will be the Reedsburg hub for the 
Great Sauk State Trail.  

Conclusion
This project will be a cooperative project 
between Sauk County and participating cities, 
villages, and towns, with Sauk County serving 
as the lead agency.  A successful planning 
process will transform community ideas 
into tangible plans that provide for bicycle, 
pedestrian and partially snowmobile access to 
exceptional recreation opportunities, natural 
resources, and community destinations. Once 
fully developed, the trail will feature points of 
interest through the installation of art along 
the trail, interpretive signage, installation of 
rest areas, and connections to natural and 
historical features such as the Baraboo River, 
long range viewing areas, historical sites, etc.
 

The 400 State Trail
The trail is named for the Chicago-Northwestern passenger 
train that ran on this grade. The train traveled the 400 miles 
between Chicago and Minneapolis/St. Paul in 400 minutes. 

Wetlands, wildlife, sandstone bluffs, rolling croplands and 
pastures are just a few of the sights you can enjoy on the 400 
State Trail as it repeatedly crisscrosses the Baraboo River. The 
entire length of the 22-mile trail follows along the river valley 
from Elroy to Reedsburg passing through the communities of 
Union Center, Wonewoc and La Valle. 
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Constructed Rail Trail segments in Wisconsin (2024) 
State Trail Network (2024)
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PROJECT GOALS

 » 14-16’ min. trail corridor width includes a 10-12’ paved trail with 2’ min. clear space on 
either side of the trail

 » Potential for snowmobile route coordination in rural areas (gravel/limestone 
screening surface) 

 » Limit roadway crossings where possible.
 » Use existing grade separated crossings of major highways. 

 » Consult and involve stakeholders along the way to understand priorities, concerns, 
and ideas.

Identify a route that will accommodate a 10-12’ bituminous 
paved shared use trail, with a consistent trail experience for 
biking and walking.

Create a route that will be physically separated from vehicular 
traffic as much as possible. 

Create a route that is supported and celebrated by the local 
municipalities, agencies, and stakeholders



PROJECT GOALS

 » Limit segments with slopes higher than 8%.
 » Consider rest areas, shade, access points approximately every 2 miles along the route.
 » Consider safety around active rail lines. 

 » Consult stakeholders and major land owners along the way to understand sensitive 
lands and areas to avoid. 

 » Construct elevated boardwalk segments where necessary through wetland or 
floodplain areas. 

 » Adhere to local/state/national restrictions for permeable surfaces, drainage. 
 » Build in areas that are already cleared or paved. 
 » Restore areas with native vegetation where the the trail will disturb the landscape. 

Create a route that is safe and comfortable for a wide variety 
of users, including young people, seniors, and people with 
disabilities. 

Create a route that is sustainably constructed, avoiding impact 
to sensitive natural areas and/or sacred sites. Avoid excessive 
tree removal or land disturbance, while connecting trail users to 
scenic and natural areas. 



PROJECT GOALS

 » Keep in mind the long-standing goal of creating a ‘world-class’ trail experience.
 » Consider interpretive elements, public art, trailheads.
 » Consider connections to other trails. 
 » Consider primary trail users (bicyclists and pedestrians), as well as others, such as 

wildlife photographers, snowmobilers, dog walkers, etc. 

 » Consider cost, available land/right-of-way and public support.

Provide a regional recreational trail experience, with amenities 
and trail design to accommodate long-distance trail users, with 
consideration for local, shorter-distance users.

Create a route that is feasible to complete.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT PHASE 1
Spring 2023

 » Online survey (250 responses)
 » Social Pinpoint--interactive mapping tool (787 views, 66 comments)
 » (2) community listening sessions (100+ in attendance at both)
 » Letter to property owners within rural areas (2,200 letters sent)
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 » Online survey (250 responses)
 » Social Pinpoint--interactive mapping tool (787 views, 66 comments)
 » (2) community listening sessions (100+ in attendance at both)
 » Letter to property owners within rural areas (2,200 letters sent)

 



DRAFT ROUTE OPTIONS

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT
Summer 2023

	» Consultant team workshop
	» Sauk County staff workshop

	» Meetings with and 
review:
•	 Ho-Chunk Nation
•	 City of Baraboo
•	 City of Reedsburg
•	 Town of Baraboo
•	 Wisconsin DNR
•	 Wisconsin DOT
•	 DOT - Rails and 

Harbors
•	 Wisconsin Southern 

Railroad (WSOR)
•	 Village of Rock Springs
•	 Village of North 

Freedom



COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT PHASE 2
Draft Route Options, Fall 2023

	» Social Pinpoint--interactive mapping tool  
(651 visitors, 428 comments)

	» Stakeholder Listening Sesssion  
(17 attendees)

	» Baraboo Open House (104 people)

	» Reedsburg Open House (51 people)
	» Letter to property owners adjacent to draft 
route options (946 sent)

	» Social media, flyers, email notifications, 
yard signs, digital marquee
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Great Sauk State Trail – Frequently Asked Questions JUNE 2024 

When will construction begin?   

At this time, the project is in the planning phase and there is no set timeline for construction. The following list are 

steps that will need to be completed before construction can begin (not exhaustive):  

• Feasibility and engineering analysis for segments of the route.  

• Local municipalities will need to approve the plan. 

• Funding sources will need to be identified and secured.  

• Land surveying and negotiation with property owners (as necessary) for easements or acquisition  

• Detailed design and engineering of new facilities. 

• Coordination with other roadway, trail or capital improvements. 

 Who are the intended users? 

Consistent with community preferences for the Sauk Prairie Segment of the trail that is already built, the extension 

is primarily intended for pedestrians and bicyclists.  ATVs, UTVs, and horses will not be allowed on the trail. 

 
What about snowmobiles? 

Several of the route options in the draft plan are parallel or in close proximity to existing snowmobile trails. There 

may be some situations where the trail and snowmobile routes may end up sharing some portion of the trail, in 

which case the trail surface will likely be constructed with limestone screening (gravel). Sauk County will work with 

the Association of Sauk County Snowmobile Clubs to identify potential points of conflict and opportunities as the 

portions of the trail are implemented. 

 
Will the trail be paved?  

To the extent possible, the trail will be paved to be accessible to users of all ages and abilities. There are some 

potential locations, such as special hazard floodplains or where shared use with a snowmobile route is feasible, 

where a gravel surface may be constructed. Ideally, the trail will be a 10-ft or 12-ft bituminous (asphalt) paved trail 

primarily used by pedestrians and bicyclists, with a minimum of 2-ft of cleared space on either side of the paved 

edge.   
Will the trail meet ADA guidelines? 

One of the goals of this plan is to create a route that is safe and comfortable for a wide variety of users, including 

young people, seniors, and people with disabilities. Segments with slopes higher than 5% will be limited, and the 

route will include rest areas, shade, and access points at regular intervals. Where feasible, the trail will be designed 

to meet ADA and USAB guidelines. Where sites are constrained, there may be short segments where the grade 

may be steeper and additional design considerations will be implemented to accommodate user needs.    

 
If you would like to offer any additional thoughts or have questions, please contact: 

Brian Simmert, Sauk County Land Resources and Environment Planning and Zoning Manager. 

Phone: (608) 355-4834 | Email: brian.simmert@saukcountywi.gov 

 

Visit bit.ly/GreatSaukStateTrail or scan the QR code to learn more!  

FAQ DOCUMENT 

LETTERS TO RESIDENTS

SOCIAL MEDIASTORYMAP
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Great Sauk State Trail – Frequently Asked Questions JUNE 2024 

Frequently Asked Questions About the Great Sauk State Trail Planning Study 

June 2024 

Who is coordinating this project?  

Sauk County is coordinating the planning efforts of this project, with input from local municipalities, agencies, and 

stakeholder groups. The study includes a high-level plan for the future route, along with strategies for 

implementation, which will be initiated by Sauk County with collaboration amongst affected communities. The City 

of Baraboo, Town of Baraboo, Town of Excelsior, Town of Merrimac, Town of Sumpter, City of Reedsburg, Village 

of Rock Springs, Village of North Freedom, WI-DNR, WI-DOT, Ho-Chunk Nation, Wisconsin & Southern Railroad 

(WSOR), are all aware of the route options and have assisted the project team in understanding where routes are 

possible. 

 
Who is paying for this study?  

The planning study is funded by Sauk County. Funding for implementation (construction) of the route, once the 

planning study is complete, has not yet been determined. Potential funding sources for next steps will be explored 

as the last part of the study, once a route has been determined, and will likely include a mixture of County funding, 

local funding through municipalities, federal or state grant funding, and potential non-profit sources. 

Is my land going to be taken through eminent domain to build a trail? 

No. Sauk County and local municipalities will work together and with land owners in areas of interest to determine 

how the trail connection will be constructed. Where possible, the route will build from facilities that already exist, 

or will be constructed within the public right-of-way (ROW). In 2017, Act 59 of Wisconsin’s budget bill amended 

Wisconsin’s statutes to prohibit the use of eminent domain to establish or extend recreational trails, bicycle ways, 

bicycle lanes, or pedestrian ways.  

Am I liable for anyone getting injured on the trail if it crosses my property?  

No. No property owner is liable for injury of, or injury caused by a person engaging in a recreational activity on the 

owner’s property. According to Wisconsin state statute s. 895.52(2), property owners are immune from liability and 

are not responsible for keeping the property safe for recreational activities, or to give warning of an unsafe 

condition, use or activity occurring on the property to any person who enters the property for a recreational 

activity.  

Can you just build a trail alongside the existing rail line that runs through the study area?  

Currently the Wisconsin Department of Transportation owns the railroad line and Wisconsin & Southern Railroad 

(WSOR) operates freight service on the line.  At this time, WSOR does not support building a trail within the 

railroad right-of-way, meaning that the trail route will need to be planned outside of WSOR rail line property 

(right-of-way). The right-of-way extends from either side of the railroad tracks at varying distances throughout.  

What is the study timeline?  

 

 

 

Land Resources & Environment Department 

505 Broadway, Baraboo, Wisconsin 53913 

(608) 355-3245              www.co.sauk.wi.us 

 
 

 

 
June 17, 2024 

 
Name Address city 

 
 

Greetings!   
Sauk County has been working for the last year to create a plan for the future extension of the Great Sauk 

State Trail (GSST). The GSST is intended to primarily be constructed as a paved trail for use by bicyclists and 

pedestrians, with the goal of providing a world-class state trail to link the completed Sauk Prairie Segment of 

the GSST to Devil’s Lake State Park and terminating at the 400 State Trail Headquarters in Reedsburg, with 

connections to communities along the way. Over the last year, a significant amount of input has been 

gathered from residents, state and local agencies and  municipal representatives. This input has shaped the 

direction of the draft plan and route. At this time, a full draft master plan document, which includes draft 

recommendations for preferred and alternate routes, is available for public review.  

 
You are receiving this letter because you are located adjacent to or near the preferred route 

or route alternative. You can view the draft plan document and route maps at the link 

provided. Visit bit.ly/GreatSaukStateTrail or scan the QR code to the right with a 

smartphone to visit the project website. A map of the draft route is on the reverse side of 

this letter.   
Attached is a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) document that outlines commonly asked questions about 

this project. Please note that where possible, the planned trail will be constructed within public right-of-

way (ROW). Where construction within the ROW is not feasible due to site constraints, Sauk County and 

local municipalities will work with willing landowners to acquire land or create easements to develop the 

trail. Per state statute, your land cannot be taken through eminent domain to establish or extend recreational 

trails, bicycle ways, bicycle lanes or pedestrian ways.  

 
You are invited to contact Sauk County staff to discuss your thoughts about the planned route. Please contact 

Brian Simmert by phone at (608) 355-3245, or by email: brian.simmert@saukcountywi.gov. 

 
Thank you for your time and consideration as we work to develop this long-awaited trail connection through 

Sauk County!   Sincerely, 

 

Brian Simmert Planning & Zoning Manager 

Sauk County Land, Resources and Environment Department 

Brian.simmert@saukcountywi.gov 

(608) 355-3245   

 



 

Miles 12 - 38 
GSST EXTENSION MASTER PLAN  

 
How  d i d  yo u 

eva l u ate  ro u te 
o p t i o n s ?
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ROUTE CRITERIA
How were options evaluated?

Overall Length

On/Off Road Experience

Views + Experience

Trailheads/Access

ROW/Land Acquisition

Speed/Volume of Roadways 

Intersections and Crossings

Wetlands/Floodplains

Tree Impacts 

Baraboo River Connections

Topography/Steep Slopes

Existing Trail Facilities

Cost impacts

Local/Community Support

Agency/Municipal 
Coordination

Alignment with other plans

Improvements or Design 
Considerations 

 
ROUTE  
CRITERIA



 
Experience



Drainage
Swale

Existing Burma Road +
Snowmobile TrailDrainage

Swale

Wooded Area

Wooded Area 2’ 
Gravel 
Bu�er

10’ Bituminous Trail
2’ 

Gravel 
Bu�er

Drainage
Swale

Wooded Area

Heavy Tree Cover
Primarily Medium-Mature

Deciduous Trees

Heavy Tree Cover
Primarily Medium-Mature

Deciduous Trees

Heavy Tree Cover
Primarily Medium-Mature

Deciduous Trees

Compacted 
Gravel

Compacted 
Gravel

ROW Approximate 66’ (Varies)

Varies16’ Trail Corridor

0 5 10 20
Feet

Show as combination of 
gravel and grass

 
Experience



Freight
Train 
Tracks

Track Road 
Bed

Lake

Lake

10’ Boardwalk
Railroad ROW, Typically 100’Railroad ROW, Typically 100’

Track Road 
Bed

Steep Slopes With Rock Outcropping 
and Tree Cover and Shurbbery

 
Experience



 

 
GSST EXTENSION MASTER PLAN  

 
Wh at  a re  t h e  n ex t  s te p s  fo r 

i m p l e m e nt at i o n ?  
 

Wh at  p ro j e c t s  o r  s e g m e nt s 
a re  o n  t h e  h o ri zo n ?
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APA-WI CONFERENCE
OCTOBER 8, 2026

Jody Rader, ASLA, PLA
jody@hkgi.com

Natalie Strait
n.strait@swwrpc.org

Brian Simmert, AICP
brian.simmert@saukcountywi.gov

W H AT  Q U E S T I O N S  
D O  YO U   H AV E ?

T H A N K  YO U !



GREAT SAUK STATE TRAIL
          Building a World-Class T rail  Experience

APA-WI CONFERENCE
OCTOBER 8, 2026


