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State of Wisconsin 
CORRESPONDENCE/MEMORANDUM 

 

DATE: March 7, 2016                                                         
 
TO: Natural Resources Board Members 
 
FROM: Cathy Stepp – Secretary, Department of Natural Resources 
 
SUBJECT: Requesting approval for a revised Master Plan for the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area 

following completion of the required 15-year review. 
 
 

I. Property Description 
The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area (Willow Flowage) is located in Oneida County, 
Wisconsin, and includes approximately 22,000 acres of upland and 5,000 acres of submerged 
land. The property is a popular destination for on-water recreation activities including fishing, 
paddling, camping, and sightseeing. The largely undeveloped shoreline includes over 65 miles of 
shoreline and 117 islands.  The actively managed forested backlands are also popular for hunting 
and recreation with a mix of forest habitat types and game species.  The Willow Flowage, 
including the Dick Steffes Unit along the Tomahawk River, has a current acquisition goal of 
37,883 acres. 
 

II. Purpose and Need for the Master Plan Review 
The Natural Resources Board approved the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area Master Plan in 
October of 2000, followed by a minor plan amendment in 2013. As required by Ch. NR 44, Wis. 
Adm. Code, the department reviews master plans every 15 years to assess adequacy of the current 
plan and to determine if any revisions are needed.  The department initiated the master plan 
review process, with approval from the Natural Resources Board, in late 2013. 

 
III. Public Involvement  

During the development of the revised master plan, the department held three public meetings at 
the Nokomis Town Hall near Tomahawk, WI to seek public review and comments.  At each 
phase of the review process public and partners were informed by statewide press release.  Email 
distribution via eGov was also sent to over 5,000 subscribers.  Email and postal announcements 
were sent to an additional list of nearly 300 known stakeholders, including citizens, interest 
groups, and public and private organizations. The Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife 
Commission (GLIFWC) and local units of government were contacted and informed directly.  
 
Public Meeting Date # attended # comments submitted 
June 4, 2015 17 55 
September 10, 2015 20 16 
February 10, 2016 16 32 

 
 

IV. Significant Issues of Public Interest  
The Willow Flowage is a significant public property in terms of its high use levels, large size, and 
unique recreation opportunities. A number of themes emerged throughout the plan review process 
including: 

• A focus on maintaining the high quality flowage waters and the aesthetics of the flowage 
shoreline with recognition of the ecological, economic, and social importance.  
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• General interest to increase motorized access on existing roads, particularly to provide 
better hunting access in the backlands, roads that connect to the local road system and 
roads providing additional access to adjacent public lands.  

• Interest in additional camping opportunities on the flowage and along the lower portion 
of the Tomahawk River.  

• Interest from a local municipality to contract the project boundary to allow for residential 
growth. 

 
V.  Highlights of the Master Plan Revision 

The revised master plan takes a balanced approach to address changes in public interests that 
have occurred since the original master plan was approved.  

• Maintain a working forest and maintain existing cover types, particularly aspen in the 
forested backlands area. 

• Maintain the existing 300 ft. Scenic Resource Management Classification along the 
flowage shoreline and establish a 200 ft. scenic buffer along the lower Tomahawk River. 

• Modify the Upper and Lower Tomahawk River Pines Native Community Management 
Areas and State Natural Areas to align the boundary with cover types versus ownership 
boundaries.  

• Open an additional 5 miles of lightly developed roads for public vehicle access, including 
ATVs and UTVs on some sections, with a goal to provide connectivity with the local 
road network and improved hunting access. 

• Open an additional 6 miles of Iron Gate Road year round to allow additional backlands 
recreation opportunities. 

• Allow for continued use of an existing gravel pit with opportunities for expansion.  
• Add 4 single-unit primitive campsites on the lower Tomahawk River to provide camping 

opportunities to river users. 
• Add 2 primitive remote group campsites (one accessible for persons with disabilities) on 

the flowage.  
• Add drivable access to two existing flowage campsites. 
• Remove 380 acres from the Willow Flowage project boundary and acquisition goal to 

allow for residential growth in the Town of Little Rice.  The contraction includes 240 
acres of department lands and 140 acres of currently private land.  None of these lands 
are to include any water frontage on either the flowage or the Tomahawk River. 

• Re-designate approx. 3 miles of department easement lands in the Town of Nokomis, 
Oneida County from the Bearskin State Trail to the Willow Flowage for improved 
property management. 

• Include a communication plan to improve collaboration between the department and local 
units of Government. 

 
Overview of Project Boundary and Acquisition Goal Acreages 
 
 Willow Flowage Scenic 

Waters Area (acres) 
Dick Steffes Unit of the Willow 

Flowage Scenic Waters Area (acres) 
Total 

(acres) 
Current Project Boundary 42,385 2,691 45,076 

Proposed Project Boundary 42,005 2,691 44,696 
Change -380 0 -380 

Fee acres to date 27,050 1472 28,522 
Current Acquisition Goal 35,192 2,691 37,883 

Proposed Acquisition Goal 34,812 2,691 37,503 
Change -380 0 -380 
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Created in 1926 with the damming of the Tomahawk River, the 
flowage is downstream from the confluence with the Willow 
River. Its use remains that of a storage reservoir providing a 
constant flow of water in the downstream river system for a 
variety of public purposes. At full capacity the flowage has a 
maximum depth of 30 feet although seasonal water depths 
vary greatly. The Natural Resources Board designated the 
flowage an Outstanding Resource Water in December of 1997 
because it has excellent water quality and supports a diversity 
of aquatic plants, fish, and wildlife.

The property is primarily forested. In the backland area, away 
from the flowage, the majority of the upland is young forest, 
dominated by aspen. Also included in upland areas are stands 
of red and white pine, red oak, maple, white birch, and fir/ 
spruce. About one-third of the land is lowlands timbered 
with black spruce, tamarack, northern white cedar, and 
swamp hardwoods. There are also lowland areas with open 
bog, sedge meadow, and shrub swamp. A narrow band of 
more mature trees line the shoreline which gives the Willow 
Flowage a more wild, scenic appearance from the water.

With limited development and access, this large, irregularly 
shaped, island-studded reservoir possesses a wild flavor. Its 
sense of remoteness and scenic, natural shoreline is unique 
and highly valued, drawing people from around the region and 
state. The property is widely used by visitors for water-based 
recreation and fishing as well as significant hunting use in the 
backlands.

Overview of the Plan Review Process
Master Plans describe how the property will be managed, 
used, and developed. The Master Plan for the Willow Flowage 
was completed and approved by the Natural Resource Board 
in October of 2000 followed by a minor plan amendment in 
2013. As required by administrative code, the Department 
must review master plans every 15 years to determine if any 
changes should be made. The Department initiated the Master 
Plan review process, with approval from the Natural Resource 
Board in late 2013. The review process started with assessing 
the plan’s capability to meet present and long-term needs for 
resource management, conservation, and public use. In other 
words, it checked to see whether the plan was functioning 
well or whether changes or additions should be considered. 
The assessment was shared with the public in the spring of 
2015.

A number of issues and opportunities were identified during 
the comment period. Included in the assessment were a 
number of considerations to address the changing conditions 
and needs. The Department’s plan assessment and public 
input revealed the following key topics that should receive 
consideration in the plan revision process:

•	 land management opportunities, particularly for lands 
acquired since the original plan approval,

•	 maintaining aspen in the back lands and longer lived 
species along the flowage edge,

•	 motorized access in the forested backlands area,
•	 utilization of the existing gravel pit,
•	 camping access along the southern portion of the Toma-

hawk River,
•	 desire for new recreational uses including horseback 

riding and mountain bikes,
•	 and increased communication and engagement with the 

range of partners and neighbors, particularly local units 
of governments, tribal government, BCPL, and Forest 
Legacy landowners.

Summary of the Proposed Master Plan 
Revisions

Motorized Access
There is significant public interest in increasing motorized 
access, particularly in the forested backlands area and making 
additional connections between local and other roads. In 
general, all forms of motorized access will increase under this 
plan.

Eight miles of permanent roads are currently open for public 
vehicles, with some only open seasonally and doubling as 
ATV/ UTV routes. The proposed plan designates an additional 
5 miles of existing closed roads open for public vehicle access 
and an additional 6 miles of existing seasonal roads opened 
year round. Most roads are currently classified as lightly or 
moderately developed.

Specific public access road change proposals:

•	 Open approximately 1 mile of West Side Fire lane origi-
nating at the gate on Flowage Road and continuing north 
to location with a proposed new gate. From this point, 
a an existing road segment continues west into BCPL 

The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area is located in west central Oneida County, 15 miles southwest 
of Minocqua and 12 miles northwest of Tomahawk. Included are over 110 islands and 64 miles of main- 
land shoreline. Approximately 95% of the shoreline is undeveloped with residential homes and resorts 
comprising the remainder. Approximately 22,000 acres of upland and over 5,000 acres of submerged land is 
owned by the Department and designated as the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area.
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snowmobile trail located approximately ½ mile to the west 
of Cedar Falls Fire lane as open to public vehicles. Main-
tain both roads in a lightly developed condition. Currently 
access to the roads is limited and depends on adjacent 
road networks. Department owned roads will not be 
opened until public access is available. Initial discussions 
with the private Forest Legacy landowner to the north 
indicate there may be feasible options to provide access 
to these roads by connecting them to Manhardt Road and/
or Camp Nine Road. 

•	 Re-designate approximately 1 mile of the Skunk Lake 
Hiking Trail to an open public road originating at Cedar 
Falls Road. The road will be improved and maintained in 
a lightly developed condition and open year round, except 
during periods of spring breakup and periods of high 
snow. A small parking lot and turn around area will be 
developed to facilitate vehicles.

ATV Trails and Routes 
An existing ATV trail provides over 5 miles of designated trails 
on the eastern portion of the property and an additional 6 

lands,eventually returning to Flowage Road. This collabora-
tive effort would create a new motorized loop to provide 
improved access in an area that has historically been 
gated. The Department-owned portion would authorize 
ATV/UTV as long as Flowage Road remains a designated 
ATV route. The road serves as a dual purpose snowmobile 
trail and will be closed to vehicles and ATV/UTVS when the 
road is groomed for snowmobiles.

•	 Open a one mile portion of Swamsauger road, located on 
Department-owned lands off of Manhardt road in the Town 
of Minocqua. This is currently a primitive road and desig-
nated as a snowmobile trail. The intent of opening this 
segment is to provide an entry point and walk-in access 
to the adjacent BCPL lands. A small parking lot and turn 
around area will be developed to facilitate vehicles.

•	 Designate approximately 1 mile of existing Department 
owned road north of the boundary gate between WVIC 
land and Department land as open to public vehicles. 
Retain the Department owned gates at the ownership 
boundaries on both the north and south ends for manage-
ment purposes. Also designate a section of the existing 
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miles of seasonally ATV/UTV routes on roads. The trail system 
connects Burrows Lake Road to Willow Dam Road and eventu-
ally to Cedar Falls Road. A one mile reroute is proposed on the 
trail section near the junction of Willow Dam Road and County 
Highway Y to extend the portion of off-road trail and reduce 
the amount of travel on Willow Dam Road. Four locations 
are slated for ATV/UTV trail expansion. These include approxi-
mately ½ mile long segment of existing snowmobile trail in 
the Town of Nokomis, and two separate 1 mile long segments 
in the Town of Minocqua. Year round use on Iron Gate Road is 
authorized when conditions allow. The segment in the Town of 
Nokomis is dependent on the creation of other portions of the 
trail and would only be authorized if and when a connecting 
trail becomes available. 

Snowmobile Trails
In general, snowmobile trails will increase as a result of 
this plan. As part of a regional trail network, the 19 miles of 
snowmobile trails will continue to provide links and routes in 
Oneida County. Iron Gate Road is proposed to be included in 
the regional network to provide a link between County HWY 
Y and McCord Road. Due to unpredictable ice conditions near 
the Willow Flowage Dam, a ¼-mile reroute is planned to allow 
snowmobiles to access the Sandy Landing in an effort to 
improve safety.

Willow Flowage staff will continue to work with partners, recre-
ation clubs, and other trail users to maintain the Willow area 
ATV and snowmobile trails located on Department property.

Land Management Classifications and 
Associated Objectives
Management of the Willow Flowage property is described 
by specific land management classifications that identify the 
primary objectives for the different areas of the property. All of 
the Department-owned lands covered by this plan fall into the 
following land management classifications:

Forest Production Area (86% of total acreage)
The management objective in this area, which includes most 
of the forested backlands and much of the land along the 
Tomahawk River, is the sustainable production of timber and 
other forest products. The specific objectives within this 
management area may vary depending on site capability and 
timber types but the goal is to establish and maintain a forest 
community of diverse age classes for the production of a 
variety of forest products, wildlife habitat (especially for deer 
and grouse), biological diversity, and low-impact recreation in 
an aesthetic forest setting.

There will be an increase in the Forest Production Area 
classification, particularly along the lower Tomahawk River. 

Approximately 18,000 acres are managed forest productions, 
representing 86% of the current Willow Flowage acreage. 
Approximately 9,800 acres (54% of the total) forested back-
lands area is classified as aspen. In an effort to effectively 
manage and perpetuate the aspen resource, there will be very 
little change in aspen acreage in this area. Forest production 
management techniques include even-aged management 
(80%) and uneven-aged management (20%) (thinnings are part 
of even-aged management).

Forest production levels will see slight annual variations but in 
general will maintain or slightly decrease due to the comple-
tion of backlogged timber sales. In comparison to the plan 
approved in the year 2000, annual harvest levels will increase 

due to additional acres in the Willow Flowage project area and 
more specifically in the Forest Production Area classification.

Native Community Management Area (9% of 
total acreage)
The general management objectives of Native Community 
Management Areas are to represent, restore, and perpetuate 
native plant and animal communities, whether upland, wetland, 
or aquatic and other aspects of native biological diversity.

This management area includes the two prominent flowage 
peninsulas, approximately 700 acres, plus two areas along 
the Tomahawk River. The specific long-term goals on these 
sites are to manage and increase the component of red and 
white pine. In an effort to expedite the long-term goals, timber 
harvesting will be allowed year-round and mechanical and/or 
chemical site preparation methods will be authorized on the 
flowage peninsulas. These measures will provide greater flex-
ibility and allow more tools to be utilized in an effort to increase 

willow Flowage Scenic waters area 
cover types, forested

54% Aspen

1% Fir/Spruce/Hemlock

23% Swamp Conifer
(Black Spruce,

Tamarack, Cedar)

16% Pine
(Red, White, Jack)

4% Maple/Birch
2% Swamp Hardwood
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the pine component. The two areas along the Tomahawk River 
are previously designated State Natural Areas.

Scenic Resources Management Area (5% of total 
acreage)
The management objective for this area is to maintain and 
enhance a natural, wild appearing landscape around the Willow 
Flowage and along the Tomahawk River.

Some changes are proposed in the size of this management 
area, most notably in the area along the Lower Tomahawk River. 
A majority of these lands were acquired in 2008 and the entire 
acquisition area was designated as a Scenic Resources Manage-
ment Area. With better forest reconnaissance information and 
known user patterns, the plan calls for a more focused Scenic 
Resources Management Area along this corridor with a fixed 
width of 200 feet on each side of the river. This differs from the 
current plan, where all Department lands in the river corridor, 
even those lands located a significant distance away from the 
river, are classified as Scenic Resources Management Area. The 
focused scenic designation will enhance the aesthetic qualities 
for river users and the long term goal will remain the same, 
which is to promote, maintain, and enhance a natural, wild-
appearing landscape with a dominance of large diameter, long-
lived trees like red and white pine. Year-round timber harvesting 
will be allowed to provide greater flexibility with timber sale 
administration and to meet the management objectives.

The Scenic Resources Management Area around the flowage 
is not proposed to change and will remain at 300 feet and will 
include all lands along the shoreline and all of the islands on 
the flowage.

Forest management is and will continue to be allowed in this 
area with management objectives to promote, maintain, and 
enhance a natural, wild-appearing landscape with a dominance 
of large diameter, long-lived trees like red and white pine. 
Year-round management will remain a key tool to enhance the 
aesthetic qualities within the scenic zone.

Special Management Area (<1% of total acreage)
Special Management Areas are typically managed to provide 
and maintain locations and facilities for uses not included 
under other land management classifications. On the Willow 
Flowage, this area is a -two acre gravel pit located off of Iron 
Gate Road in the southeastern portion of the property. The 
gravel pit was established by previous landowners who utilized 
the material for logging and access roads on the property. 
Department operations over the past 15 years, which included 
projects such as road improvements and repairs, parking lot 
construction, and ATV trail enhancements, have reduced the 
available stockpile to approximately 2,000 cubic yards of mate- 
rial. In order to ensure a future supply of material for Depart-
ment operations and to potentially provide material to adjacent 
local units of government, expansion of the gravel pit (to a size 
not to exceed 10 acres) is authorized.

Recreation Management 
The recreation management objective for the core flowage 
area is to continue to provide opportunities for dispersed, low- 
impact recreation-particularly water-based recreation and for 
the enjoyment of the area’s natural scenic beauty and solitude. 
Hunting, trapping, and fishing are traditional uses on the prop-
erty and will continue according to season regulations.
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Camping opportunities are at watercraft (motorized or non- 
motorized) accessible, or walk-in accessible semi-primitive 
campsites on the flowage. Camping will continue to be avail- 
able to campers at the 30 single-unit sites and 5 group sites 
on a first-come, first-served basis with no camping fees. Two 
new group campsites are proposed to be established on the 
flowage. The group campsites may serve parties of up to 15 
persons. Amenities provided at each site shall include a fire 
ring, picnic table, and box latrine. One of the group sites will 
have facilities to provide for access and use by persons with 
disabilities. Motor vehicle access is proposed at two camp-
sites located off of Iron Gate Road. These sites would allow 
a flowage camping experience for those visitors who do not 
wish to use watercraft. 

Along the lower Tomahawk River 4 new campsites are 
proposed to be constructed for paddlers and boaters. The river 
campsites would be similar to the campsites on the flowage, 
but use would be restricted to a 1-night stay, and would be 
available to campers on a first-come, first-served basis with no 
camping fees.

A well and handpump is proposed to be installed near one or 
both of the landings located on Willow Dam Road. Toilet facili-
ties are currently provided at the Dam Landing parking lot. The 
Department proposes to develop a similar toilet facility at the 
Sandy Landing, located approximately 1/3 mile north of the 
Willow Flowage dam.

Bicycling and horseback riding would be allowed on all Depart-
ment-owned roads unless they are posted closed. 

Project Boundary and Ownership
The Department proposes to reduce the project boundary by 
380 acres, including 240 acres of lands currently owned by 
the Department. The reduction is intended to allow for local 
community growth in an area that is adjacent to private lands 
and includes desirable road frontage. No river or flowage 
frontage is included in the boundary contraction area.

External Partnerships
Partnerships with external agencies are essential to imple-
ment the resource management proposals in the master plan. 
Wisconsin Valley Improvement Company (WVIC) owns and 
operates the Willow dam. Together, WVIC and the Department 
are responsible for the long-term protection and maintenance 
of the Willow Flowage. Each agency has its own manage-
ment roles and responsibilities. However, each is dependent 
upon the other to successfully fulfill its management objec-
tives. Therefore, WVIC and DNR agree to consult regularly 
to maintain a clear understanding of their management roles 
and objectives and to seek cooperative approaches that may 
include lease or land use agreements for portions of WVIC 
property to provide for the long-term quality of the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area and its use.

The master plan recognizes the importance of other partners 
including Oneida County, BCPL, local units of government, 
tribal government, and various recreation groups and clubs. 
Continued collaboration with all of these entities will ensure 
that resource management and recreational objectives are 
achieved.
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SEE MAP 2.2a
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SEE MAP 2.5a
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WILLOW FLOWAGE SCENIC WATERS AREA 

Revised Draft Master Plan and Focused Issues 

Summary and Response to  
Public Comments 

March 2016 
 

(Public Review January 29 – February 22, 2016)
 

 
Over the past year the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources sought public and  
partner input to develop a revised Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area Master Plan. To date 
more than a hundred citizens and two dozen partner organizations participated and 
contributed thoughtful viewpoints and suggestions during the planning process. 
 
Public feedback throughout this process, including during the plan review and assessment 
phase, the draft plan and revised draft plan phase, and finally during the focused issue phase, 
helped the Department develop the management recommendations that are incorporated in 
the final draft master plan.  The following information includes the summary and response to 
public comments that were developed from the focused issue phase where the Department 
sought input on four additional topics. 
 
Previous public involvement efforts and comments can be found by visiting www.dnr.wi.gov and 
searching “Willow Flowage”. 

 
Public Involvement History 
A 30-day public review and comment period was conducted during May and June of 2015 on the 
property assessment and review.  After careful review of public and stakeholder comments, a 
draft master plan was developed.  This was followed by a second public comment period in 
September of 2015. The public was again invited to respond to a revised draft plan and four 
remaining issues between January 29th and February 22nd, 2016.  

During each phase of the review process, public and partners were informed by statewide press 
release and by email distribution via eGov, a statewide electronic delivery system comprised of 
more than 5,000 subscribers with an interest in state forest management.  Email and postal 
announcements were sent to an additional list of nearly 300 known stakeholders, citizens, 
interest groups, and public and private organizations.  The Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife 
Commission (GLIFWC) and local units of government were contacted and informed directly.  

Throughout the review, public notices were posted on DNR internet pages.  Informational 
documents, including the Master Plan Review Assessment, Letter to Stakeholders, Public 
Involvement Plan, revised draft Master Plan, property maps, and electronic, printable Public 
Comment Forms were made available on the internet or by request.  Copies of the Master Plan 
Review Assessment and the draft Master Plan were available at local libraries and DNR 
service centers for public viewing.  Several methods were available for the public and 
stakeholders to comment during each open comment period.  These include in person 
at the public meetings, on-line, written comments submitted in person or via US Mail, phone, or 
email. 

http://www.dnr.wi.gov/
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During the three review periods, the public responded with a total of 103 thoughtful comments 
on topics ranging from forestry and land management to public access, resource protection, 
scenic qualities, recreation, and wildlife.  Participation in the review process included 19 
different organizations, local governments, and recreational clubs.  

Public meetings held at the Nokomis Town Hall in Tomahawk, Wisconsin on June 4, 2015, 
September 10, 2015, and February 10, 2016. All together 53 individuals attended the three 
sessions. 

 
Summary and Reponses to Comments  
Project Boundary Adjustments 
The Department proposed adjusting the project boundary to allow for local community growth 
in the Town of Little Rice.  Among the public comments received, many people suggested that 
the Willow’s land base should remain the same size and open to public uses such as hunting, 
hiking, and fishing.  Respondents stressed the importance of maintaining public lands along both 
the flowage and the Tomahawk River.  In contrast, several respondents, including local units of 
government, supported adjusting the boundary to accommodate future residential growth in 
the local community.  In addition, several commenters viewed the proposal as reasonable but 
expressed concern about removing lands from the project boundary adjacent to the Tomahawk 
River. 
 

Department’s Response –  
Project boundaries define Department ownership and areas where the Department will 
consider acquiring additional lands if and when they become available from willing 
sellers.  Project boundaries also delineate lands that are no longer critical or lands that 
have conflicting adjacent uses.  Recognizing the interests of all publics and local units of 
government, the Department is recommending a modification to the project boundary..  
The Department recommends reducing the existing project boundary and acquisition 
goal by approximately 380 acres, of which approximately 240 acres is currently in 
Department ownership. The excluded area is located on the far eastern edge of the 
property, adjacent to existing privately owned lands with a road bisecting the parcel. The 
area does not include water frontage nor would privatizing it significantly impede public 
access to other Department-owned lands.  

 
Iron Gate Road 
The Department provided four options regarding access on Iron Gate Road for reviewers to 
consider.  The comments were generally split between retaining current conditions on Iron Gate 
Road (Option 1) or opening the road year round (Option 4).  More respondents favored Option 
4, stating that year-round access on the road was important for recreation, hunting, and fishing.  
There was little for support for Options 2 or 3.   
 
 

Public Meetings Held  # attended # comments submitted 

June 4, 2015 17 55 

September 10, 2015 20 16 

February 10, 2016 16 32 
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Department’s Response –  
Given the public’s desire to generally increase the opportunities for motorized access on 
the property and specifically on Iron Gate Road, the Department recommends opening 
the Iron Gate Road year-round.  Iron Gate Road connects two town road networks and 
provides access to over 20 miles of designated hunter walking trails along with 
additional temporary forest roads.  The expected use is projected to be low with no 
significant impacts expected.  The majority of the road is currently classified as lightly to 
moderately developed. The potential conflict with water users is expected to be low 
given the expected level of use and the design of the road as a low speed corridor.  The 
Department retains the right to close the road during times of the year when the road is 
excessively wet or in danger of being damaged--the traditional “spring break-up” period. 
The road will not be plowed in the winter and all motor vehicles, including snowmobiles, 
will be authorized when conditions allow.   

        
River Campsites on Tomahawk River  
Currently there are no campsites along the lower Tomahawk River. Four remote, semi-primitive 
watercraft campsites are proposed to accommodate paddlers and other river users.  The 
campsites would be located with consideration for minimizing environmental impacts and 
providing solitude.  In order to encourage river travel and to provide opportunities for other 
paddlers or boaters, river campsites are generally available for one night only on a first-come, 
first-served basis with no camping fee.  The Department proposed two options related to the 
length of stay at the river campsites: one night only or ten consecutive nights. 
 

Department’s Response –  
Public response to this issue was split very evenly between the two options.  In an effort 
to align the campsites with the primary intent and use of being for river users and to also 
remain consistent with other river campsites, the Department is proposing a maximum 1 
night stay at each campsite. 
In general, the draft master plan proposes increased camping opportunities on the 
Willow Flowage and the Tomahawk River.  Proposals in the draft plan include 
constructing two new group campsites on the flowage and providing drive-in access to 
two campsites.  All of the flowage campsites allow campers to stay for up to ten nights.  

 
Deep Water Boat Landing 
Four landings on the west side of the flowage provide rustic access and parking for up to eight 
vehicles with trailers at each location. A development project is currently funded to improve the 
parking lot, access road, and to add a concrete ramp at Sportsman’s Landing.  Initial public 
feedback indicated there is interest in additional landings on the west side of the flowage.  The 
Department proposes exploring alternatives for a reliable, deep-water boat landing on the west 
side of the property if an acceptable location can be identified.  This would improve boater 
access throughout fluctuating water levels.  The majority of respondents were in favor of 
exploring this option. 
 

Department’s Response –  
Given that the four existing boat landings on the property’s west side are unreliable 
during periods of low-water, there was general public support for this proposal.  The 
Department recommends including a provision in the master plan to allow an alternative 
landing on the west side if a suitable site can be located.  Other logistical factors such as 
funding and engineering will determine the project’s feasibility.   
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WILLOW FLOWAGE SCENIC WATERS AREA             
REVISED MASTER PLAN – SUMMARY and RESPONSE TO COMMENTS 
January 29, 2016         
                                                                      
Over the past year the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources sought public and partner input 
to develop a revised Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area Master Plan. With your input a revised 
master plan is well on its way to completion. To date more than a hundred citizens and two dozen 
partner organizations participated and contributed thoughtful viewpoints and suggestions.  
 
Previous public feedback helped guide management recommendations that are incorporated in the 
“draft Master Plan” and the Department’s “Summary and Response to Comments”.  
 
In addition to the topics described here, four additional topics emerged and the department once again 
seeks your views on these topics.  
 
These topics are described in this document and management options are provided.  The topics are also 
addressed in a public comment form which is available for public input at: 
http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Lands/MasterPlanning/WillowFlow/ 
 
Based on public input to the four remaining issues the Department will make final revisions to the draft 
Master Plan.    
 
 
Summary and RESPONSE TO COMMENTS RECEIVED on the draft plan 
 
Scenic Resource Management and Native Community Areas  
Among the public comments many people agree that the Willow’s large land base, scenic qualities, and 
diverse ecological values deserve careful management. In their comments, respondents called for 
maintaining the current size of the Scenic Resources Management Area around the flowage and 
establishing a more focused Scenic Resources Management Area along the southern Tomahawk River. 
There were comments on refining management area boundaries to better align with new forest 
inventory data. 
 

Department’s Response –  
The Scenic Resource Management Areas are proposed to be aligned to protect and enhance the 
natural, wild-appearing landscape and wildlife habitats around the flowage and along the Lower 
Tomahawk River. These areas include a 300 foot buffer along the flowage shoreline landward of the 
ordinary high water mark, and a 200 foot buffer on each side of the lower Tomahawk River. 
  
Native Community Management Areas, totaling approximately 1,600 acres, will be managed to 
represent, restore, and perpetuate native plant and animal communities. These areas include two 
flowage peninsulas and two previously designated State Natural Areas, the Upper and Lower 
Tomahawk River Pines. The management boundaries of these areas have been modified in the 
revised master plan to align with natural forest cover types versus previous ownership boundaries. 
Minor changes in acreages are reflected. 

 
 
 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Lands/MasterPlanning/WillowFlow/
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Forest Management  
Concerns were expressed over the net loss of the aspen cover type over the 50 year forest management 
projection. There was also concern over allowing summertime timber harvest in the half mile zone 
around the shoreline and its effect on summer visitor's perception of solitude. 
 

Department’s Response –   
Aspen Management 
The Forest Production Area designation covers 85% of the property. Within this area, aspen is the 
dominant cover type and will continue to be managed in an effort to perpetuate the species.  In 
addition, active timber harvesting techniques are authorized and practiced on both the Scenic and 
Native Community Management Areas. Together this equates to 94% of forested acres available and 
scheduled for active, sustainable management for forest products.  
 
Of the total forested acres, 9,800 (54%) are classified as aspen. While the long-term goal is to 
manage for slightly less aspen (9,000 total acres) aspen will remain the dominant cover type on the 
Willow Flowage. The slight decline in the aspen cover type over the next 50 years will occur in the 
Scenic Resources Management Areas and Native Community Management Areas.  These areas are 
adjacent to the flowage shoreline and will be managed to increase long-lived species like maple, 
hemlock, and red and white pine.  The forested backlands in the Forest Production Area will see aspen 
maintained at current levels. (Specific projections are detailed in Chapter 2, “Current and Predicted 
Cover Types” tables 2.3, 2.6, 2.7, and 2.8 in the Revised Master Plan.) 
 
Seasonal Harvest  
Previous seasonal forest management restrictions within ½ mile of the flowage will be removed to 
enable greater flexibility in the use of management tools and techniques to meet management 
objectives. 

 
The visibility of forest management activity is expected to be relatively low  when viewed from the 
flowage. However, it is possible that the sound of forest management activities may be apparent to 
flowage visitors at times and in some locations. 

 
Property Designation  
It was suggested that changing the property designation to a “wildlife area” may help to increase aspen 
management and increase timber management in general.  
 

Department’s Response –  
The property is designated as a State Recreation Area as defined under s. 23.091 Stats. Authority to 
acquire and manage land within the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area comes from s. 23.09(2)(d). 
The combination of forested upland, wetlands and submerged property will continue to be managed 
for a full range of benefits as described in the revised plan to include protection of soil and water 
quality, production of recurring forest products, outdoor recreation, native biological diversity, 
wildlife and aesthetics. The management objectives and prescriptions drive the on the ground 
practices and reflect the economic, biologic, and social aspects of forest management. 

  
Public Access and Recreation  
As with other public properties, the Willow has seen increased demand for all types of user access. 
Among the many visitors and recreators who come to the Willow two perspectives exist. One group 



3 
 

supports preserving opportunities for quiet and remote recreational experiences and, for some, 
expanded uses for bicycles and horse trails.  
 
The other perspective supports increased motorized access on the Willow property in key areas for 
hunting and connecting existing road routes. Some comments called for opening the moderately 
developed road known locally as Iron Gate Road earlier in the year and to include it as a snowmobile 
trail during the winter season.  
 

Department’s Response –  
To consider both interests the revised master plan takes a balanced approach to address changes in 
public interests and conservation that have occurred since the original master plan was approved.  
The revised master plan proposes changes to improve connectivity with the local road network and 
trail access for all property users. Willow Flowage staff will continue to work with partners, recreation 
clubs, and other trail users to maintain the Willow area ATV and snowmobile trails located on 
Department property. Approximately 8 miles of DNR managed roads are currently open and 
maintained permanently or seasonally for public vehicle use. The revised master plan adds an 
additional 4.5 miles of lightly developed roads for public motor vehicle access, including ATVs on 
some sections.   
 
Iron Gate Road received significant comments, with several additional options suggested. In response, 
the Department has developed a range of options and is seeking additional comment on those 
options. (See summary and additional options below) 
 
Non-motorized recreation 
There are approximately 80 miles of permanent and temporary forest roads that are used for 
management purposes but closed to public vehicles. These roads are all classified as ‘primitive’ 
according to the NR44 road classifications. Of the 80 miles of closed roads, approximately 30 miles 
will be maintained in a condition to allow hunter-walking access and other non-motorized activities.  

 
Bicycle and equestrian access will be expanded to include all roads and trails unless posted closed. 
Non-motorized recreation may be further diversified as trails are developed or designated to 
accommodate new activities such as cross country skiing, snowshoeing, and winter biking. 
Opportunities for traditional recreation will remain largely unchanged for berry pickers, birders, 
hikers, hunters and trappers, wildlife and scenic viewing enthusiasts.  
  
Snowmobile trail 
The existing snowmobile trail will continue, with a quarter mile reroute at the Willow Dam to improve 
safety. 
 
Water-based recreation 
Some modest improvements are proposed at existing watercraft landings and water access points, 
and a new landing is being considered on the west side of the flowage to enhance access for fishing, 
canoeing and kayaking, and watercraft camping. (See remaining issues) While fisheries management 
is not within the scope of the master plan, fishing continues as a major recreational use at the Willow. 
 

Camping 
Some comments discussed a need for additional group camping opportunities and handicap 
accessibility. 
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Department’s Response –  
Two new group campsites will be established on the shoreline of the flowage to serve parties of up to 
15 persons. As with other designated flowage campsites, camping will be allowed on a first-come, 
first-served basis with a maximum stay of 10 days. One site will have facilities to provide access and 
use by persons with disabilities.  
 
Two existing campsites located on the flowage will be developed to allow motor vehicle access within 
a short distance of the site to provide for non-water craft access. 
 
Four new campsites will be established along the lower Tomahawk River. Length of stay at the river 
sites is yet to be determined and will be addressed along with remaining issues. (See summary and 
additional options below 

 
Communications and Annual Input 
There was a request for increased communication and engagement with partners and neighbors, 
particularly local units of government, tribal government, Board of Commissioners of Public Lands 
(BCPL), Wisconsin Valley Improvement Company (WVIC), and Forest Legacy landowners.  

 
Department’s Response –  
A communications plan is included in chapter 2 of the revised master plan. The communications plan 
describes on-going opportunities and methods that will be used to inform the public and to consult 
with partners throughout the year. An appendix to the master plan describes the cooperative 
relationship between the Department of Natural Resources and its partner The Wisconsin Valley 
Improvement Company, and describes the continued role this historic organization plays in managing 
resources.    

 
Special Management Area  
Special Management Areas are typically managed to provide and maintain locations and facilities for 
uses not included under other land management classifications.  
 
A small gravel pit was established by previous landowners who utilized the extracted material to 
improve logging and access roads on the property. Department operations over the past 15 years, which 
included projects such as road improvements and repairs, parking lot construction, and ATV trail 
enhancements, have reduced the available stockpile. 

 
Department’s Response – 

In order to ensure a future supply of material for Department operations and to potentially provide 
material to adjacent local units of government, expansion of the gravel pit (to a size not to exceed 10 
acres) is authorized. 
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REMAINING ISSUES PENDING FURTHER PUBLIC INPUT 
Four items do not yet have a recommendation given public comments and suggestions for additional 
alternatives that were shared.  These items are included in a public comment form which is available 
for public input at: http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Lands/MasterPlanning/WillowFlow/ 
 
Project Boundary adjustment  
Department properties designate “project boundaries” which encircle a public property to define areas 
where lands will and will not be acquired. A local municipality has proposed an exclusionary zone, one 
that designates lands to be outside of the project boundary. This area would be established to enable 
future growth of the Town given there is significant State ownership in Town boundary. The boundary 
would be modified and contracted by approximately 400 acres, of which 250 acres are currently state-
owned (see map).  
 
Iron Gate Road  
Iron Gate Road is an 8 mile-long, moderately developed road that traverses the property from east to 
west. The road is accessible on both ends by public town and county roads. Given the number and 
nature of comments, there are four potential management alternatives. With all options the anticipated 
use is expected to be minimal (see map). 
 
Option 1:  Maintain current conditions. – Iron Gate Road would open year round from County Highway Y 
to gate 2, approximately 2 miles.  After Labor Day, the road would open through to McCord Road, an 
additional 6 miles. This option allows access of the entire road during the primary hunting season while 
minimizing impacts with water recreation users during peak summertime use. 
 

Option 2:  Same as option 1 with the opening date of gate 2 two months earlier on July1 – Iron Gate 
Road would open year round from County Highway Y to gate 2, approximately 2 miles. On July 1, the 
road would open through to McCord Road, an additional 6 miles. This option allows access to the entire 
road during the primary hunting season as well as the early season for the majority of the road, while 
minimizing impacts with water recreation users during peak early summertime use. 
 

Option 3:  Iron Gate Road would be open year round from County Highway Y to a primitive boat landing 
located approximately 6 miles from County Y. – The entire road would open after Labor Day through to 
McCord road, an additional 2 miles. This option allows use of Iron Gate Road to access the hunter 
walking trail network in the early season. This option minimizes impacts with peak summertime use on 
the flowage for water recreation by not creating a year-round thoroughfare. 
 

Option 4:  Iron Gate Road would be open year round. This would enable access for a variety of 
recreational uses in all seasons.  
 
An additional consideration for Iron Gate Road would be to designate it as a snowmobile trail when 
conditions allow. Vehicles would not be allowed on the trail when it is groomed.  
 
River campsites – length of stay 
Currently there are no campsites along the lower Tomahawk River. Four remote, semi-primitive 
watercraft campsites are proposed to accommodate paddlers and boaters. Campsites will be located 
with consideration for minimizing environmental impacts and providing solitude. Typically, river sites are 
available on a first-come first-serve basis, with no camping fee, and a one-night stay to favor river travel 
(the original proposal). Some boaters would prefer an extended period of camping at these river sites, 
similar to the flowage campsites where a 10-day stay is allowed.  
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Deep water landing 
Four landings on the west side of the flowage, Sportsman’s, Talbots, Jerry’s, and McCord Road, provide 
rustic access and parking for up to eight vehicles with trailers at each location. Sportsman’s Landing is 
scheduled to be improved to provide more parking opportunities, an improved access road, and a 
concrete ramp. The Department proposes exploring the development of a reliable, deep-water boat 
landing on the west side of the property if an acceptable location can be identified. This would improve 
boater access throughout the year and would help accommodate boaters during times of fluctuating 
water levels.                                                                                                        
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The Public Review Process for the 15-year Master Plan Review 
In October of 2013, the Natural Resources Board gave approval to the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) to initiate the required 15-year review of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area 
Master Plan and to seek public input to the process.  
 
The Department conducted an assessment of the existing master plan, and based on known trends, 
issues and opportunities, shared a number of considerations for plan changes for public review.  From 
May 20 to June 18, 2015, a 30-day public review and comment period was conducted. Public and 
partners were informed by statewide press release and email distribution via eGov, a statewide 
electronic delivery system for citizens with an interest in state forests – a list of more than 5,000 
subscribers. Email and postal announcements were sent to 279 known stakeholders – citizens, interest 
groups, public and private organizations. The Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission (GLIFWC) 
was informed during a meeting of the Voigt Task Force, and local units of government were contacted 
directly. A public meeting held at the Nokomis Town Hall in Tomahawk, Wisconsin on June 4 further 
informed the public while providing opportunity to review literature and submit their comments. 
Seventeen citizens and organizational representatives participated in the event. 
 
The public was invited to comment on-line, or by written comment, phone, or email. Public notice was 
posted on DNR internet web pages for the Northern Highland-American Legion State Forest, the Willow 
Flowage, and Property Master Planning. Informational documents including the Master Plan Review 
Assessment, a Letter to Stakeholders, Public Involvement Plan, property maps, and electronic and 
downloadable Public Comment Forms were posted on the internet. Copies of the Assessment were 
available at local libraries and DNR service centers for public viewing.  
 
The public responded with 55 thoughtful comments on topics ranging from forestry and land 
management, to public access, resource protection, scenic qualities, recreation, and wildlife.  
 

Summary of Comments – Overview 
Among the public comments various themes emerged that reflect the many features that people enjoy 
at Willow Flowage, and their suggestions for future use and management. 
 
Scenic resource 
It was apparent among the public comments that visitors and recreationists feel strong ownership and 
have a fondness for the Willow Flowage view shed. There is an established tradition of recreational use 
on the flowage related to the wild and scenic character of the property and its historic management. To 
many visitors the appeal of the setting is, “…a feeling of remoteness, where quiet recreation and wild 
and scenic values are the primary focus.”  The public described the Willow as having “wilderness-like” 
properties. They especially appreciate the natural appearance of its shoreline. In the words of one 

Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area 
Master Plan Assessment and Considerations 

Summary of Public Comments 
July 2015 
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camper, “…I forget I am in Wisconsin and it rivals any trip to Canada I have experienced. Please keep the 
Willow wild and maintain this great natural resource.” 
 
Large-block public resource 
As a public resource the flowage is special for the diverse public interests and benefits that it serves. 
The large block of forested acreage is especially suited to forestry and wildlife habitat management as 
well as recreation. Comments from the public support continued maintenance of this sustainable forest 
resource. They recognized the need to manage for multiple values, from early successional aspen to a 
diversity of forest trees and age classes which also support a range of wildlife species.  
 
More than 6,000 acres of surface water provide ample opportunity for public enjoyment. Summer and 
winter fishing is extremely popular. Remote shoreline camping and group camping is popular. Some 
suggest adding more campsites and providing a drive-in campground in the future. They especially enjoy 
the opportunity for extended stays and the wilderness-like experience. While many navigate the 
flowage by motorboat, others explore its shoreline and back bays by canoe or kayak. As proposed in the 
past, there is a continued interest in establishing a “quiet area” for this particular type of recreation. 
 
While the flowage is renowned for its productive fishery and water resource the large block of 
surrounding forested land also attracts a range of recreation users. Some described a desire to 
experience the remote “back-lands” as a walk-in experience for hunting while others enjoyed the 
remoteness but wanted additional motorized access. People pursue hunting, fishing, birding and wildlife 
viewing both on land and water and they encouraged continued management to preserve and enhance 
their recreational experience.  
 
Access  
As on nearly all public lands, recreational use and access at the Willow Flowage is diverse and growing. 
In their public comments related to public access people requested the following:  additional parking at 
trailheads, with ample turn-around space; motorized trails for ATVs and UTVs; more roads opened, 
more parking lots at trail heads; equestrian trails; trail access for bicycles; winter ski and snowshoe 
access on the east side of the flowage; separate parking for campers and boaters at the main landings. 
One comment urged that public access be reasonable to, “Maintain a balance between all user groups 
and continued access to all those groups.  In particular trail user groups.” 
 
Resource Management 
As a whole, the Willow Flowage supports a wide and diverse range of user interests. Yet, despite its size 
and diversity, some activities present user conflicts or were described by the public as incompatible. In 
addition, some components of the resource are sensitive to overuse and require special management or 
protection. There-in lies the management challenge for this public property. As one comment stated, 
“We fully understand public land managers are tasked with balancing sustainable forest management 
practices and recreational offerings resulting in healthy forest ecosystems. We hope our comments will 
assist managers in their efforts to achieve balance.” 
 
There was a strong voice for maintaining the existing Scenic Area land management classification. Many 
also prefer that Native Community management areas and management for large red and white pine 
continue. Some called for keeping the entire flowage management scheme as it currently exists and not 
altering the master plan. Opposition to increased timber harvest was heard, especially near water or 
where it might affect the natural appearance of the shoreline. One comment stated, “Do not alter the 
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rustic camp sites or the natural beauty of the Willow.” There was interest in maintaining the early 
successional forest types, particularly aspen, in the forested backlands. 
 
The public called for protection of the following resources and values that they consider particularly 
sensitive or rare: quiet area; native community; older stands of long-lived red and white pine; nesting 
habitat for eagles and osprey; water quality; scenic river corridor; sandy uplands; aesthetics; natural 
shoreline; watershed; open space; ecological and aesthetic qualities; natural beauty; solitude; scenic 
resources; recreational and environmental values.  
 
Summary of Comments on Department Considerations based on Assessment  
As part of the Willow plan review, and based on known trends, issues, and opportunities the assessment 
document listed a number of management considerations for public review. 
 
The recreation considerations received the majority of public comments, mostly focusing on the 
considerations for motorized road access. A number of comments suggested that there are two distinct 
types of recreation on the Willow, one being the flowage and river use, including fishing and camping 
and the second being hunting  and trapping on the ‘backlands” and the users have somewhat separated 
uses and different desires. There was recognition that these recreation types and users are and continue 
to co-exist and do not have significant conflicts amongst each other.  
 
Recreation Considerations 
Considerations for additional camping opportunities along the Tomahawk River were well supported as 
was increasing the visibility of canoe landings and access points with signage. The public generally 
supported the consideration of allowing horseback riding, but cautioned with regards to use near the 
shoreline for erosion and invasive species introductions.  
 
Forest Roads and Access Considerations 
Comments were mixed on the general level of motorized access on the property, with those wanting a 
more remote non-motorized area and those that wanted additional motorized access for hunting and 
trapping, while retaining a network of hunter walking trails, e.g. primitive maintained roads that are 
closed to motorized use.  Support was generally reaffirmed for a previous plan amendment that opened 
Iron Gate Road seasonally, although some commented and suggested year round use of Iron Gate Road. 
No significant concerns were expressed about extending the Skunk Lake Road segment, approximately 
one mile, with the addition of a parking lot to provide access to the nature trail destination point to the 
peninsula. There was interest in allowing vehicles and ATV’s on West Side fire lane. Some concern was 
shared that it created a dead end to private lands which also serves as a critical snowmobile connector 
route and did not want to jeopardize the trail. In addition, a number of suggestions referenced the 
potential for connecting West side fire lane to adjacent BCPL lands to the west creating a loop road 
versus a dead end. A few comments referenced Cedar Falls fire lane and the unknowns and dependency 
on private landowners to reach the Department owned portion of Cedar Falls Fire Lane. 
 
All-terrain Vehicle Use Considerations 
There was mixed support for increased motorized access, primarily ATV/UTV use, with those supporting 
and those opposing addition use.  
 
Motorized proponents made specific requests to facilitate linking existing ATV/UTV trails and township 
road routes, particularly Department roads that connect to an existing Town ATV route. A number of 
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comments were received about a specific ATV connector trail in the Town of Nokomis from County 
Highway L. A specific request was made to evaluate and designate approximate one mile of existing 
snowmobile trail crossing the Tomahawk River in the southern portion of the property, on Department 
lands and along an existing trail easement for safety and connectivity with a pending Town ATV route. 
 
Opponents to increased motorized use expressed their views throughout the public comments. Their 
chief concern is the effect of motorized recreation on the semi-remote character of the property, quiet 
area, and a long-established user experience. Other concerns described potential introduction of non-
native species, motorized access to sandy embankments and shoreline, pollution and disturbance of 
wildlife, and increased user conflict.   
 
Support was reaffirmed for a previous plan amendment to open Iron Gate road for ATV/UTVs, with a 
suggestion to remove the clause of remaining open only if County Highway Y is designated as an ATV 
route, given Iron Gate Road connects directly to the existing ATV trail and not dependent on County 
Highway Y. There was a general sense that the roads open for vehicle use should also be the same for 
ATV / UTV use, with the reasoning that there are no additional impacts from ATVs and access to all the 
Willow roads are mostly from Town roads which the majority are designated as ATV routes.  
 
Land Management Designations 
There was strong support to retain a scenic management classification along the Flowage waters and 
Tomahawk river corridor, but mixed comments on the width and allowable land management activities 
that can occur within the management area. There were specific comments related to restriction of 
management equipment used during peak summer and fall use within ½ mile of the flowage waters.  
There were a number of comments suggesting protection of the flowage banks, particularly with 
fluctuating water levels was important when considering and conducting management activities. 
 
 Forest Management 
Comments praised the slight increase in forest management acreage, particularly maintaining diverse 
forest types and age classes specifically early successional species in the backlands, as well as support 
for increasing larger, later successional species, such as pine, along the river and flowage edges, with 
strong recognition of the social and economic benefits that forest management provides locally and 
statewide for the forest products industry as well as the recreation and tourism industry.  
 
Project Boundary Considerations 
Very few comments were received on the project boundary considerations, and those that commented, 
generally did not support any modifications to the project boundary.  
 
Gravel Pit Considerations 
An established gravel pit has been active on the Willow for years. While this operation is relatively small, 
it is an important resource to supply maintenance needs for Willow Flowage and neighboring townships. 
There was support to continue this operation and cooperation with Local Units of Government while 
supplies of the resource last.  Those who opposed gravel extraction on the Willow property cautioned 
that sensitive glacial, historic, or cultural features remain undisturbed, that activity doesn’t affect quiet 
area and recreation, and that major expansion of the operation should not occur.      
 
Comments Received on Issues outside the scope of the Master Plan  
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Water Levels and Dam Regulation 
In general, individuals expressed concern with the water levels of the Willow, which has made various 
types of recreational pursuits difficult. The Willow Flowage is a reservoir developed primarily as part of a 
system of dams to regulate water flow in the Wisconsin River and its surrounding watersheds.  The dam 
at Willow Flowage is not owned or operated by the Department of Natural Resources. The Wisconsin 
Valley Improvement Company operates these dams and controls the water levels at the Willow 
Flowage. Water regulation and dam operation are outside the scope of this master plan. 
 
Payments in lieu of taxes (PILT) are not designated in Master Plans. 
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND PLAN OVERVIEW

Introduction and Plan Overview

Introduction
In late May 1998, Governor Tommy G. Thompson officially 
dedicated the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area. The 
Department had purchased 8,720 acres comprising islands 
and shorelands from Four States Timber Venture the previous 
November. In 1999, the Department added another 7,425 
acres to the property by a land purchase from Packaging 
Corporation of America that became known as “The Great 
Addition”. In 2004, Wisconsin Valley Improvement Company 
(WVIC) donated over 6,000 acres of submerged land to the 
Department and an additional 38 acres near the Willow dam 
that included two prominent boat landings. The master plan 
further expanded the authorized property boundary by 8,630 
acres, setting the approved acreage goal at 34,804 acres.

The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area is located in westcen-
tral Oneida County, 15 miles southwest of Minocqua and 12 
miles northwest of Tomahawk. Included are over 110 islands 
and 64.1 miles of mainland shoreline of which about 95% 
is undeveloped. The remaining 3.6 miles (5%) are in private 
ownership which includes resorts, private campgrounds, and 
private residences.

Created in 1926 with the damming of the Tomahawk River, the 
flowage is downstream from the confluence with the Willow 
River. Its use remains that of a storage reservoir providing 
a constant flow of water in the downstream river system 
for a variety of public purposes. At full capacity the flowage 
has a maximum depth of 30 feet and, although seasonal 
water depths vary greatly, the fishery and wildlife flourish. 
The Natural Resources Board designated the flowage an 
Outstanding Resource Water in December of 1997 because it 
has excellent water quality and supports a diversity of aquatic 
plants, fish, and wildlife.

With limited development and access, this large, irregularly 
shaped, island-studded reservoir holds a wild flavor. Its sense 
of remoteness and scenic, natural shore is a unique and highly 
valued feature, drawing people from around the region and 
state.

Flowage visitors find pine and willow-studded islands and rock-
strewn sandbars. Abundant walleye and panfish populations, 
along with northern pike, muskellunge, and large and small-

mouth bass, make fishing the primary draw. White-tailed deer, 
bear, beaver, muskrat, otter, and ruffed grouse are also found 
here. Mallards, hooded mergansers, blue herons, and loons are 
common waterfowl visitors. Eagles and osprey can be seen 
fishing the waters or tending young around the flowage. Wolf 
packs frequently roam the area.

Aspen dominates the uplands. It is interspersed with red and 
white pine, red oak, maple, white birch, and fir/spruce. About 
one-third of the land is lowlands timbered with black spruce, 
tamarack, northern white cedar, and swamp hardwoods or 
is open bog, sedge meadow, or shrub swamp. Intensive 
commercial logging (prior to the state’s purchase) created 
a relatively young forest across most of the backland area. 
However, a narrow band of more mature trees lies around the 
shoreline. This gives the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area 
property a more wild, scenic appearance from the water.

A mile upstream from the flowage lies the Tomahawk River 
Pines State Natural Area. The Great Addition purchase 
connected this previously existing state-owned natural area 
to the flowage. The newly acquired lands along the river give 
permanent protection of additional sensitive habitats.

Flowage History and Past Management
The 6,392-acre Willow Reservoir came into existence in 1926 
when Wisconsin River Valley corporations were looking to 
provide sustainable water power for their industrial plants. The 
Willow Flowage waterbody was constructed by the Wisconsin 
Valley Improvement Company (WVIC). The company’s purpose, 
as stated in their charter, is “ … to produce as nearly a uniform 
flow of water as practicable in the Wisconsin and Tomahawk 
rivers by storing in reservoirs surplus water for discharge when 
water supply is low to improve the usefulness of the rivers for 
all public purposes and to reduce Flood damage.”

The Department owns  most of the land below the ordinary 
high water mark (elevation 1,529.35 feet NGVD (National 
Geodetic Vertical Datum)), and most of the land above the 
ordinary high water mark surrounding the flowage, including all 
of the islands within it. WVIC owns and operates the dam and 
adjusts the water levels in the flowage under a federal license. 
Together, WVIC and the Department are responsible for the 
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Tribal Consultation
Members of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area Master 
Planning Team and representatives of the tribes met to discuss 
progress on the plan and impacts on treaty rights. Consultation 
with tribes is a requirement of Chapter NR 44.04(7)(c), which 
reads: “During a planning process for properties lying within 
the ceded territory recognized by Lac Courte Oreilles v. Voigt, 
700 F.2d, 341 (7th Cir. 1983), the department shall consult on 
a government to government basis with Indian tribes retaining 
off-reservation hunting, fishing and gathering rights in that 
territory.” 

Overview Of The Plan Review Process 
A master plan review process assesses the plan’s capability to 
meet present and long-term needs for resource management 
and conservation and public use. In other words, it should 
describe whether the plan is functioning well, or whether 
changes or additions should be considered. After completing 
a plan review process the department submits a report and 
recommendations to the Natural Resources Board (NRB). NR 
44 requires the department to review each property master 
plan (approved after 1996) every 15 years to determine if 
any changes should be made. The NRB approved the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area Master Plan in 2000 and it is now 
due to undergo a plan review. Specifically, NR 44.04(12) states:

The department shall review master plans every 15 years 
and make recommendations to the board. The board shall 
determine whether the plan is to be amended, revised or 
extended for another 15-year period. A master plan shall 
remain in effect until the board takes action to modify it. 
The department shall take measures to reasonably notify 
interested persons of a 15-year plan review, and then shall 
use an appropriate public involvement process to deter-
mine or examine issues related to management and use 
of the property and the need for plan revision. 

Primary Plan Review Issues
There were a number of known issues and opportunities that 
were addressed during the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters 
Area Master Plan review based on annual monitoring, inte-
grated meetings and user feedback:

•	 Land Management
•	 Recreation Management

•	 Motorized Access
•	 Land Acquisition and Project Boundary Changes
•	 Administration Elements

•	 Special Management Area Gravel Pit
•	 Consultation with Local Units of Government

long-term protection and maintenance of this highly-valued 
public resource.

WVIC is required by the Federal Power Act to have a federal 
license for its operation. The Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission (FERC) license was renewed in 1996 for 30 years. 
Additionally, WVIC holds restrictive covenants on a 300 foot 
buffer of the land surrounding the flowage. These covenants 
prohibit construction of buildings or other structures along 
the shoreline and, in many cases, prohibit any use other than 
timber production and harvesting. The Department’s Willow 
Flowage Master Plan, therefore, must be consistent with 
these covenants. Additional information on WVIC is provided in 
the Appendix.

The quality and undeveloped nature of the flowage and its 
surrounding lands are a result of the long-time management 
of WVIC and the industrial forest owners. The forested lands 
surrounding the flowage were industrial forest lands managed 
primarily for large block aspen with smaller areas in pine. A 
100-foot-wide unmanaged, scenic strip was left around the 
flowage.

In addition to regulating water flow for downstream water-
power and producing forest products, the area has long been 
a popular destination for fishing, camping, hunting, and the 
enjoyment of nature and solitude. As many as 54 primitive 
campsites were developed by campers. Seven boat landings 
provided access to the flowage but only two were developed 
public landings. Under  previous management by local paper 
companies, public vehicle access to the flowage lands was 
limited as the logging roads and most of the industrial forest 
roads were closed to public vehicles. ATVs and snowmobiles 
have long been popular on the flowage and on designated 
trails.

DNR and WVIC Partnership
DNR and WVIC have unique roles and responsibilities relative 
to management of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area. 
Under authority of FERC license, WVIC will continue imple-
mentation of the required and approved flowage operation and 
related environmental and recreation plans.

DNR and WVIC are partners, with each having its own 
management roles and responsibilities. However, each is 
dependent upon the other to successfully fulfill its manage-
ment objectives. Therefore, WVIC and DNR agree to consult 
regularly to maintain a clear understanding of their manage
ment roles and objectives and to seek cooperative approaches 
for the long-term quality of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters 
Area and its use.
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Summary Of The Master Plan and revisions
Land Management
The property has been divided into 4 land management areas 
with Forest Production Areas comprising approximately 85% 
of the property. About 7% of the forest is classified as Scenic 
Resource Management Area which includes all islands, a 
200 foot buffer on each side of the Lower Tomahawk River 
corridor, and a 300-foot strip along the shoreline. Native 
Community Management Areas, which includes the two 
prominent peninsulas on the property and the Upper and 
Lower Tomahawk River Pines Areas, equate to 9% of the 
total property acres. There is a one-acre gravel pit located in 
the southeastern portion of the property that is classified as 
a Special Management Area. Of the 21,496 acres of state 
ownership above the ordinary high-water mark, approximately 
63% is upland and 37% is lowland.

Cover Type and Forest Production
Approximately 9,800 acres (54% of the total property acres) 
are classified as aspen. In an effort to effectively manage and 
perpetuate the aspen resource, while allowing for conver-
sion to pine or other species where applicable, the long term 
acreage goal for aspen will be 9,000 acres. The slight reduction 
in aspen acreage is due primarily to areas along the shoreline 
and Tomahawk River Areas that will be managed to include a 
natural, wild-appearing landscape with long-lived trees like red 
and white pine. Even with this reduction, aspen will remain 
as the dominant cover type on the Willow Flowage and the 
forested backlands will maintain aspen at current levels.

The property will continue to provide structural diversity with 
age variability, snags, den trees, coarse woody debris, and 
large diameter canopy trees. Annual forest production levels 

will see slight annual variations and will increase from the past 
15 year annual average harvest levels. 94% of the forested 
acres are available and scheduled for forest management. 
Forest production management techniques include even-aged 
management (80%) and uneven-aged management (20%) 
(thinnings are part of even-aged management).

The Native Community Management Areas consists of 1,685 
acres on the two prominent peninsulas and sites on the 
Upper and Lower Tomahawk River. The long-term goals are 
to manage and increase the component of red and white pine 
In an effort to expedite the long-term goals, timber harvesting 
will be allowed year-round and mechanical and/or chemical site 
preparation methods will be authorized. These measures will 
provide greater flexibility and allow more tools to be utilized in 
an effort to increase the pine component.

The Scenic Resources Management Area is a strip of land 
originating at the water’s edge and continuing 300’ landward of 
the ordinary high water mark along the flowage and 200’ along 
the Tomahawk River. Within this strip, the long-term goal is to 
use active management to promote, maintain, and enhance a 
natural, wild-appearing landscape with a dominance of large 
diameter, long-lived trees like red and white pine. Year-round 
timber harvesting will be allowed to provide greater flexibility 
with timber sale administration.

The area classified as Special Management Area is a one-acre 
gravel pit located off of Iron Gate Road in the southeastern 
portion of the property that will be expanded to a size not to 
exceed 10 acres. The gravel pit was established by previous 
landowners who utilized the material for logging and access 
roads on the property. Department operations over the past 15 
years, which included projects such as road improvements and 
repairs, parking lot construction, and ATV trail enhancements, 
have reduced the available stockpile to approximately 2,000 
cubic yards of material. In order to ensure a future supply of 
material for Department operations and to potentially provide 
material to adjacent local units of government, expansion of 
the gravel pit is authorized.

Recreation
Non-Motorized Trail-Based Recreation
Nature based non-motorized trail activities are a popular and 
established recreation niche in the Willow Flowage area. An 
accessible, interpretive nature trail with parking for up to 15 
vehicles was constructed on the east side of the property 
off of Willow Dam Road. The trail includes interpretive signs, 
scenic vistas, and trailside benches throughout its course. 
The 1.1 mile crushed granite portion provides walk-in access 
to four campsites and has been engineered to be accessible 
with a firm base and moderate slopes. Public opportunities 
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Burrows Lake Road to Willow Dam Road and eventually to 
Cedar Falls Road. A one mile reroute is planned on the trail 
section near the junction of Willow Dam Road and County 
Highway Y to extend the portion of off-road trail and reduce 
the amount of travel on Willow Dam Road. Several other loca-
tions are slated for ATV trail expansion. These include a .66 
mile long segment of existing snowmobile trail in the Town of 
Nokomis, two segments in the Town of Minocqua, and two 
segments in the Town of Lynne. The segment in the Town of 
Nokomis is dependent on the creation of other portions of the 
trail and will only be authorized if and when a connecting trail 
becomes available. In addition, the allowance of this segment 
may not compromise the viability of the existing snowmobile 
trail. The segments in the Town of Lynne are located off of 
Flowage Road and provide access to two boat landings on the 
property’s west side. These trail segments originate on Oneida 
County Forest land where ATV usage is already authorized.

Roads
An additional 5 miles of roads will be open for public motor-
ized vehicle use, including segments of \/Vest Side Fire lane, 
Swamsauger road, Skunk Lake road and Cedar Falls fire lane. 
These roads will provide walk-in connections to existing neigh-
boring roads. An additional 6 miles of Iron gate road will be 
open year round from its current seasonal designation.

will expand in other portions of the property with increased 
traditional trail uses such as horseback riding. Bicycle and 
equestrian access will be expanded to include all roads and 
trails unless posted closed. Non-motorized recreation may 
be further diversified as trails are developed or designated 
to accommodate new activities such as cross country skiing, 
snowshoeing, and winter biking. Added amenities such as 
improved access to the Skunk Lake trailhead with improved 
parking will further support trail based recreation. Some trails 
will be designated for multiple uses throughout the year or on 
a seasonal basis.

Motorized Recreation
Willow Flowage staff will continue to work with partners, 
recreation clubs, and other trail users to maintain the Willow 
area ATV and snowmobile trails located on Department prop-
erty. In general, motorized recreation will increase as a result 
of this plan. As part of a regional trail network, the 19 miles of 
snowmobile trails will continue to provide links and routes in 
Oneida County. Due to unpredictable ice conditions near the 
Willow Flowage Dam, a ¼-mile reroute is planned to allow 
snowmobiles to access the Sandy Landing in an effort to 
improve safety. 

An ATV trail provides over 5 miles of designated trails on the 
eastern portion of the property. The trail system connects 
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Boundary Expansion Areas 
Acquisition Goal for the Willow including the Dick Steffes Unit 
is 37,503 acres.

This reflects a 380 acre reduction from the current 2000 
master plan, of which 240 acres is currently state owned.

The boundary contraction does not include any lands with 
water frontage on the Tomahawk River and consolidate hold-
ings and does not impeded public access to existing depart-
ment owned lands.

Full Range of Benefits
Protection of Soil and Water Quality
Soil and water quality will continue to be protected by main-
taining the majority of the forest in an undeveloped condition. 
Erosion control practices, such as Best Management Practices 
(BMPs) for water quality, will be followed when conducting 
forest and other management activities.

Production of Recurring Forest Products
Under the plan, 94% of the potentially productive forest lands 
will be under active sustainable management producing forest 
products. (as per page 10, section 2)

Outdoor Recreation
The Willow Flowage Master Plan will continue to provide 
the existing recreational opportunities, while providing many 
improvements and upgrades throughout the property. 

Native Biological Diversity
Native biological diversity will be maintained through enhanced 
forest structure and species composition in some areas. 
Aquatic resources and other unique habitats will be protected. 
Endangered and threatened species will continue to be 
protected. 

Wildlife
The forest and wildlife management prescriptions in this plan 
have been developed to ensure that habitat and ecosystems 
for a wide range of terrestrial and aquatic wildlife will be 
sustained and improved. 

Aesthetics
Over time, forest health and scenic qualities will be enhanced 
as longer-lived conifers such as red and white pine become 
more common through forest management. In certain situa-
tions, management activities may improve the scenic qualities 
of a particular setting by improving the scenic vista. The scenic 
quality of all shoreline, trails and forest roads will be evaluated 
prior to management.

Camping
Camping opportunities will be expanded on the Willow 
Flowage and along the lower Tomahawk River corridor. There 
are currently 35 campsites (30 single-unit campsites and 5 
group campsites) on the Willow Flowage. The single-unit 
campsites accommodate families or groups of up to 6 unre-
lated individuals and the group campsites accommodate up 
to 15 people. An additional 2 group campsites will be added 
on the Willow Flowage to provide improved accommoda-
tions to larger camping parties. An additional 4 campsites are 
authorized to be constructed on the lower Tomahawk River to 
provide accommodations for paddlers and boaters. The river 
campsites will be similar in design to the existing shoreline 
campsites on the Willow Flowage and will provide users with a 
picnic table, a fire ring, and a box latrine.

Hunting, Fishing, and Trapping
The Willow Flowage will continue to provide abundant oppor-
tunities for hunting, fishing, and trapping, and to maintain 
reasonable public access to forest and water resources. 
Willow Flowage staff will work in cooperation with wildlife and 
fisheries management to support sporting opportunities while 
protecting rare, threatened or endangered species and their 
habitats.

Water Recreation
Water based recreation is one of the primary activities in the 
Willow Flowage area. The 5,192 acre flowage provides scenic 
boating and paddling opportunities and access to over 110 
islands, numerous peninsulas, and many hidden bays. The 
east side boat access locations, near the Willow Flowage dam, 
offer two improved landings and paved parking lots to accom-
modate vehicles with trailers. A toilet facility is located at the 
Dam Landing and a similar facility is proposed for the Sandy 
Landing. The four other landings on the property, including 
Sportsman’s, Talbots, Jerry’s, and McCord Road, provide rustic 
access roads and parking accommodations for up to eight vehi-
cles with trailers at each location. Sportsman’s Landing will be 
improved to provide more parking opportunities, an improved 
access road, and a concrete ramp.

The Tomahawk River provides canoeing and kayaking opportu-
nities along its entire course. The 7 mile long stretch that flows 
from Camp Nine Road to Cedar Falls Campground is char-
acterized as low-gradient and flows through the Tomahawk 
River Pines State Natural Area. The lower river, from below 
the Willow Dam down to Prairie Rapids, is approximately 21 
miles in length. There are three existing canoe landings along 
the lower river that will be improved to include informational 
kiosks, better parking, and easier boat access.
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Management And Development

Property Designation And Authority
Designated Property Name: Willow Flowage Scenic Waters 
Area

Property Type Designation: State Recreation Area, as defined 
under s. 23.091 Stats.

Statutory Authority: The authority to acquire and manage land 
within the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area comes from s. 
23.09(2)(d), Stats and s. 23.091 Stats. These statutes autho-
rize land purchases by the Department for fisheries, wildlife, 
forestry, parks, natural areas, and recreation area purposes.

Acreage Goal: The acreage goal is 34,804 acres. 

VISION
To preserve and protect the natural scenic beauty and solitude 
of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area by maintaining its 
undeveloped shoreline, managing its resources and offering 
compatible recreational opportunities. The Willow Flowage 
Scenic Waters Area is managed in consultation with federal, 
tribal, local and other governments, and with other people who 
care about the property, including those who live, work and 
recreate in and around it.

GOALS
Maintain and enhance the aesthetic qualities and solitude of 
the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area. Protect the water 
quality, sustainable fisheries, undeveloped shoreline, and 
aquatic and terrestrial habitats of the Willow Flowage Scenic 
Waters Area that led to its designation as an Outstanding 
Resource Water.

Manage for and enhance the diverse range of native flora and 
fauna of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area.

In consultation with tribal governments, manage the land and 
other natural resources to provide for the exercise of Chip-
pewa Treaty rights in accordance with applicable law.

Provide access, for persons of varying abilities, to the 
resources and recreational opportunities of the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area.

Provide and maintain a diversity of forest cover types and 
age classes in order to preserve forest health and to enhance 
aesthetic appeal and wildlife habitat.

Provide a variety of renewable forest products consistent with 
forest capabilities.

Acquire additional lands to maintain and enhance the 
aesthetic qualities, solitude and Outstanding Resource Water 
designation of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area and 
surrounding area.

Provide for a variety of information, education and interpreta-
tion opportunities about the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters 
Area and surrounding area.

General Management Strategy Of The FLOWAGE
The Willow Flowage is part of a complex ecosystem, with a 
mix of biotic communities that provide habitat for a diversity of 
plants and animals. Forests will be managed using sustainable 
forestry practices and a combination of both active and passive 
management to provide ecological, economic, and social bene-
fits. The forest is mainly comprised of aspen, swamp conifer 
(black spruce, tamarack, and cedar), pine (red, white, and jack), 
red maple, white birch, balsam fir, hemlock, and white spruce 
(Figure 2.1). 

Forest management activities on the Willow Flowage have 
focused on maintaining age diversity, structural diversity, and 
wildlife habitat. Timber harvesting most commonly utilizes 
even-aged management, including regeneration harvests of 
aspen, maple, birch, balsam fir, and spruce and thinnings in 
red and white pine which provides a range of softwood and 
hardwood timber to the local and regional economy. Historical 
factors have influenced the current structure and composition 
of the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area and surrounding 
landscape, such as fire and various management activities 
since European settlement. Changes in the Willow Flowage 
vegetation since European settlement follow trends similar to 
many other dry forested habitats in northern Wisconsin. White 
pine is less abundant, while aspen and red pine have both 
increased in relative abundance. 

CHAPTER 2MANAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
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The general cover types for the Willow Flowage are shown in 
Map 2.1 (appendix). For inventory purposes, forest stands are 
classified by their dominant cover type. This means that forest 
stands listed as aspen have 50% or more of their basal area in 
aspen trees. Most forest stands contain a mix of tree species. 
For example, an “aspen” area probably includes a mixture of 
red maple, balsam fir, and white birch. Therefore, two forest 
stands with the same dominant cover type may not have the 
same overall forest composition. Forest management on the 
property will maintain a diversity of forest cover types and 
age classes for forest health, aesthetic appeal, and wildlife 
habitat. There will be a diversity of age classes through efforts 
to achieve forest regulation, which spreads the work load and 
income from harvests over time with the goal of providing a 
constant and predictable flow of products to the market. This 
applies particularly to the aspen and pine cover types. Aspen 
will be maintained as the dominant cover type on the property. 
Red and white pine will be maintained through periodic thin-
ning and planting when necessary. Understory white pine will 
be favored where it is present in mixed forests, especially in 
the areas adjacent to the flowage. In some stands, large red 
and white pine and white spruce will be maintained to provide 
seed, perch trees for raptors, and to maintain forest diversity. 
These larger, older trees may also provide structural attributes 
consistent with older forests.

Recreation management is also an important component 
of the Willow Flowage and will be implemented in a way 
that provides safe and sustainable recreational access while 
protecting the ecology and unique features of the forest. 

The water resources in the Willow Flowage area, including the 
flowage itself, the Tomahawk River, and wetlands, streams, 
seeps and ponds on the property will be managed to protect 
water quality and provide habitat for a variety of fish, birds, 
insects and plants, including many rare species. 

Endangered and threatened species and their habitats will be 
protected through integrated and adaptive management tech-
niques. 

Aesthetics management is also an important objective of 
the plan. Aesthetics are considered near high use recreation 
areas including the shoreline of the flowage and Tomahawk 
River, campsites, and trails. Aesthetic management will be 
implemented in the viewshed of the flowage and in the river 
corridor by designing management activities so they are not 
visible during leaf-on conditions.

Land Management Areas 
The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area has been divided into 
5 land management areas: one Forest Production Manage-

ment Area, two Native Community Management Areas, one 
Scenic Management Area, and one Special Management Area. 
(Map 2.2). Each management area describes a future desired 
condition that considers soils, topography, community type, 
and other factors which shape the objectives and management 
actions for each area.

Each management area has specific short-and long-term objec-
tives that articulate the future desired condition based on the 
ecological capabilities. Because forests and landscapes change 
slowly, actions taken, or not taken, over the next 15 years may 
require 50-100 years to affect the forest as a whole. The long- 
and short-term objectives, as written, reflect the intent and 
ability to meet those objectives under ideal conditions. Factors 
such as growth rates, insects and diseases, destructive wild 
fires, or major wind events may impact the ability to meet the 
stated objectives.

Under the plan, there are approximately 17,633 acres sched-
uled for active forest management. This equates to 94% of 
the property’s forested acreage. Approximately 6% percent, or 
1,207 acres, of the entire property is designated to be passively 
managed allowing natural processes to predominate. Some of 
the passively managed areas are forested, but many have not 
been actively managed in the past due to their former passive 
management designations, or their steep, wet, or otherwise 
inaccessible nature.

Total Property Acres: 27,374 
Forested Acres: 18,840 
Non-Forested Acres: 3,342 
Water: 5,192 
Forested Acres Available for Management: 17,633 
Forested Acres Not Scheduled for Management: 1,207

figure 2.1 �willow Flowage Scenic waters area 
cover types, forested

54% Aspen

1% Fir/Spruce/Hemlock

23% Swamp Conifer
(Black Spruce,

Tamarack, Cedar)

16% Pine
(Red, White, Jack)

4% Maple/Birch
2% Swamp Hardwood
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Short descriptions for the different types of management 
areas are below.

Forest Production Management
Management activities are focused primarily on the production 
of timber and other forest products.

Native Community Management 
Management activities are intended to represent, restore and 
perpetuate native plant and animal communities, whether 
upland, wetland, or aquatic, and other aspects of native biolog-
ical diversity. Although the production of forest products is not 
the primary focus, harvesting of forest products will occur.

Scenic Resources Management Area
This classification protects, maintains and enhances for 
long-term public enjoyment, waters and lands having unique 
aesthetic qualities or outstanding scenic beauty, protected due 
to significant or special public use of the area. It is typical of 
lands with high value for water-based recreation and to scenic 
rivers and streams. Harvesting of timber products may occur in 
these areas.

Special Management
Unique management objective not included in other classifica-
tions.

Table 2.1 �Land Management Areas

Area # Land Management Areas (% of forest) Acres

Forest Production Management Areas (86%) 18,278

1 Forested Backlands 18,278

Native Community Management Areas (9%) 1,685

2 Flowage Peninsulas 619

3 Tomahawk River Pines 1,066

Scenic Management Areas (5%) 1,532

4 Flowage Shoreline and Riverview 1,532

Special Management Areas (<1%) 1

5 Gravel Pit 1

Total 21,496

CHAPTER 2MANAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
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Forest Production Management Areas 

The general management objective of a forest production area 
is the production of forest products. Forest production areas 
also meet a wide range of ecological, aesthetic, wildlife, and 
recreation objectives. The specific objectives for any given 
management area may vary depending on site capability, 
forest types, and societal needs. Desired associated benefits, 
desired future conditions, adjacent land uses, and local 
economic conditions all influence the objectives as well. 

The General Forest Management Prescriptions by Primary 
Forest Type typically describe the management techniques to 
achieve the desired future conditions specified in each forest 
production management area.

Table 2.2 forest production MANAGEMENT Areas

Area # Forest Production Management Areas Acres

1 Forested Backlands 18,278

CHAPTER 2 MANAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
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forested backlands 

The management goal for this Forest Production Area is to 
establish and maintain a forest community of diverse forest 
types and age classes for the production of a variety of forest 
products, wildlife habitat (especially for deer and grouse), and 
biological diversity, and to offer a range of opportunities for 
dispersed, low-impact recreation in an aesthetic forest setting.

Forest and Wildlife Management 
The following are the specific management prescriptions, orga-
nized by timber-type, for this forest production management 
area.

Aspen Management 
Long-term Management Objectives
Maintain existing levels of approximately 9,000 acres in 
aspen and other associated early succession timber species 
in a mosaic of different stand age and size classes in patches 
ranging from 20 to 50 acres, with minor components of pine, 
spruce, hemlock, and oak, for the production of pulpwood and 
deer and grouse habitat.

Short-term Management Objectives
Increase the age and size class diversity of large even-aged 
aspen stands. Establish a random mix of different size class 
patches throughout the management area.

Authorized Management Activities 
Activities include modified clear-cut harvests (coppice and 
standards), commercial thinning, mechanical site preparation, 
road construction and maintenance, and prescribed fire.

Management Prescriptions 
1.	 Use even-aged management coppice and standards 

regeneration practices. (Aspen is regenerated by modified 
clear-cutting-retain longer-lived conifers like pine, spruce, 
and hemlock for aesthetic and habitat enhancement, and 
leave oak for acorn production for wildlife.) 

2.	 Harvest on an average rotation age of 50-60 years 
depending on site quality. Some stands may be harvested 
earlier or later to establish aspen age class diversity.

3.	 Lay-out harvests to have irregular edges, with consider-
ation for topography, to create a natural-appearing forest.

4.	 When needed for the regeneration of other associated 
early-succession timber species, such as jack pine or 
white birch, use mechanical measures or prescribed fire 
where feasible for site preparation.

Pine Management
Long-term Management Objectives 
Maintain approximately 2,000 acres in red and white pine 
timber on suitable sites (i.e., sandier, drier soils) for the 
sustained production of saw timber and the enhancement of 
biodiversity, wildlife habitat, and aesthetics.

Short-term Management Objectives 
On suitable sites, convert up to approximately 500 acres of 
aspen timber type to red, white, or jack pine and convert 
existing pine plantations to the appearance, structure, and 
function of a natural stand.

Authorized Management Activities 
Activities include shelterwood harvests, thinning, planting, 
mechanical or chemical site preparation, prescribed fire, 
mechanical or herbicide release, and the construction and 
maintenance of roads.

Management Prescriptions 
1.	 Where red or white pine is a viable understory compo-

nent, use natural regeneration techniques (a two-step 
shelterwood silvicultural system). Plant pine if natural 
regeneration fails or it is not possible.

2.	 Red, white, or jack pine conversion and maintenance 
using site preparation as needed by mechanical or chem-
ical means, or through the use of prescribed fire. Plant 
pine if natural regeneration fails or is not possible. Release 
pine by mechanical release or through approved forestry 
herbicides as needed.

3.	 Thin existing pine plantations on a recurring basis, 
according to prescriptions outlined in the DNR Silviculture 
and Forest Aesthetics Handbook, to create a structure 
similar to that of a naturally appearing pine stand.

Red Oak, Fir-Spruce, Red Maple Management
Long-term Management Objectives 
Maintain approximately 850 acres in red oak, fir-spruce, and 
red maple timber types on suitable sites to enhance biological 
diversity and wildlife habitat.

Area 1 Summary

DD 18,278 acres
DD Aspen is the dominant forest type (48% of state-owned 
land)

DD Maintain deer and ruffed grouse habitat
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Short-term Management Objectives 
Convert selected sites from aspen to mid-successional species 
(red oak, fir-spruce, and red maple timber types).

Authorized Management Activities 
Activities include shelterwood harvest, under-planting, 
mechanical or chemical site preparation, prescribed fire, 
mechanical or herbicide release, and the construction and 
maintenance of roads.

Management Prescriptions 
1.	 Use a two-step shelterwood system (see Pine Manage-

ment) to convert aspen stands to red oak, fir-spruce, 
and red maple and other associated mid- successional 
species. Under-plant white pine and red oak seedlings as 
needed.

2.	 Use mechanical or chemical means, as needed, or 
prescribed fire for site preparation to establish stand 
regeneration. Then, only as needed, use mechanical or 
chemical means to release the regenerated stand.

Table 2.3 �forested backlands  
Current and Predicted Cover types

Cover Type
CURRENT PREDICTED 50 YEAR

Acres % Total Acres % Total

Forested Types

Aspen 8,917 49% 8,821 48%

Swamp Conifer 3,985 22% 4,000 22%

Pine 2,093 11% 2,152 12%

Maple, Birch 593 3% 617 3%

Swamp Hardwood 300 2% 300 2%

Fir, Spruce, Hemlock 252 1% 250 1%

Total Forested 16,140 87% 16,140 87%

Non-Forested Types

Lowland Brush/Grass 1,954 11% 1,954 11%

Water, Lakes, Streams 167 1% 167 1%

Upland Brush/Grass 17 1% 17 1%

Total Non-Forested 2,138 13% 2,138 13%

Total 18,278 100% 18,278 100%
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Lowland Forest and Other Wetland Habitat 
Management 
Long-term Management Objectives 
Perpetuate the existing 4,000 acres of forested wetlands 
(including black spruce, tamarack, swamp hardwood, and 
swamp conifers) and areas of open bog, northern sedge 
meadow, and shrub swamp for wildlife habitat, aesthetics, and 
biological diversity of the property.

Authorized Management Activities 
Passive management, shelterwood harvests, clear cut 
harvests, mechanical and herbicide release. Construction and 
maintenance of roads is permitted.

Management Prescriptions 
1.	 No management activities will be conducted within non-

commercial timbered swamps, lowland brush, or areas of 
open bog and marsh. (Note: these vegetation types make 
up about 88% of the wetland acreage.) 

2.	 Regenerate commercial stands of swamp hardwood-
primarily black ash-by limited harvesting (create partial 
openings or use shelterwood cuts) following the guide-
lines in the DNR Silviculture and Forest Aesthetics Hand-
book and in consultation with the wildlife biologist. (Note: 
the total commercial acreage is estimated to be less than 
100 acres.) 

3.	 Regenerate commercial stands of tamarack and black 
spruce by limited harvesting of stands (clear-cut) following 
the guidelines in the DNR Silviculture and Forest 
Aesthetics Handbook and in consultation with the wildlife 
biologist. (Note: the total commercial acreage is estimated 
to be less than 2000 acres.) 

4.	 Do not cut white cedar.

General Forest Management Prescriptions 
1.	 Emphasize forest diversity. Whenever possible, manage 

for those components that are missing or are underrep-
resented (e.g., oak or hemlock) on the private, industrial, 
and county forest lands surrounding the Willow Flowage 
Scenic Waters Area.

2.	 Conduct logging operations to minimize the scenic impact 
on recreational activities.

a.	Apply aesthetic considerations to maintain a “natural-
appearing” landscape (i.e., lay-out timber sales in 
irregular shapes, and leave scattered trees or clumps of 
trees within clear-cut areas).

b.	Emphasize aesthetic management considerations along 
public roads or designated trails and other public use 
areas.

3.	 Maintain logging slash height less than 24 inches of the 
ground within 50 feet of town roads and pull slash at least 
10 feet away from road edges.

4.	 Salvage timber after storm events.

5.	 Follow Best Management Practices for Water Quality 
(BMP’s) when harvesting in and around wetlands, lakes, 
and streams. Provide a buffer area or stagger cuts around 
wetlands as needed to minimize impact on amphibians 
and reptiles that use both the wetlands and uplands.
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Native Community Management Areas 

Native community management areas are managed with the 
primary objective of representing, restoring, and perpetu-
ating native plant and animal communities, whether upland, 
wetland, or aquatic and other aspects of native biological 
diversity. Management activities are designed to achieve land 
management objectives through natural processes (passive 
management) or management techniques that mimic natural 
processes (active management) when possible. Areas that do 
not have the desired community conditions but have a reason-
able potential to be restored to those conditions are included in 
the native community classification.

Native community management areas also provide low-impact 
public access for uses such as hunting, hiking, bird-watching, 
photography, and nature study. Opportunities are also available 
for research, ecological interpretation, and education.

The General Forest Management Prescriptions by Primary 
Forest Type describe the active management techniques 
to achieve some of the desired future conditions in native 
community management areas. In some cases, special circum-
stances occur that require a modification to the General Forest 
Management Prescriptions in order to maintain and enhance 
those unique features. Examples of unique features commonly 
located in native community management areas include small 
acreages of High Conservation Value Forests (HCVF) (e.g. 
swamp hardwood stands and wetland complexes), rustic 
campsites, and unique scenic, geological, and cultural features.

Table 2.4 native community MANAGEMENT Areas

Area # Native Community Management Areas Acres

2 Flowage Peninsulas 619

3 Tomahawk River Pines 1,066

Total 1,685

2   NATIVE COMMUNITY management Areas  Flowage Peninsulas
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flowage peninsulas

Long-term Management Objectives
Maintain a managed native forest community with a domi-
nance of red and white pine. These stands will be well 
represented by large and relatively old trees (older than their 
traditional rotation age). This community has much of the 
structural diversity typical of natural old forests, including 
dead trees, snags, tip-up mounds and a substantial amount of 
coarse woody debris.

Short-term Management Objectives
Convert stands dominated by aspen and other short lived 
species to red and white pine and other longer lived species. 
Encourage large diameter trees and other old forest character-
istics. Maintain the scenic quality of all shoreline areas.

Authorized Management Activities
Activities include selective harvesting or thinning, prescribed 
fire, hand planting, moderate salvage operations, and construc-
tion and maintenance of logging roads. Note: Management 
activities are primarily directed toward developing and main-
taining compositional, structural and functional attributes of old 
forests.

Management Prescriptions
As appropriate for the specific site and timber stand condi-
tions, the following management prescriptions, which simulate 
natural processes, will be used to establish and maintain the 
forest community:

1.	 In developing stands, conduct light thinning harvests to 
allow pine to grow and develop large diameter charac-
teristics quickly. Retain dead snags, live cavity trees and 
woody debris to the degree practicable.

2.	 Before, but usually near, a stand’s pathological maturity 
age, regenerate the stand by a combination of prescribed 
fire and harvest (leaving a portion of the mature trees 
as reserves that will not be harvested). Mechanical and/
or chemical site preparation techniques are authorized 
to establish pine regeneration. Prescribed fire should 
be used early and periodically to eliminate undesirable 
competition from species like aspen and red maple.

3.	 In stands that do not require mechanical scarification to 
establish regeneration, conduct harvesting operations 
primarily on frozen ground to minimize soil compaction 
and erosion, and to avoid conflicts with warm season 
recreation activities.

4.	 Restrict wheeled or tracked equipment from operating 
within 15 feet of the ordinary high water mark of the 
flowage or wetlands.

5.	 Remove hazard trees within designated public use areas.

6.	 Consider active native understory restoration.

Area 2 Summary

DD 619 acres
DD Dominated by large diameter red and white pine
DD Actively managed to perpetuate and encourage large 
pine

Table 2.5 �Flowage Peninsulas 
Current and Predicted Cover types

Cover Type
CURRENT PREDICTED 50 YEAR

Acres % Total Acres % Total

Forested Types

Pine 290 47% 374 60%

Aspen 153 25% 51 8%

Maple, Birch 102 16% 120 19%

Lowland Brush/Grass 54 9% 54 9%

Swamp Conifer 20 3%  20 3%

Total 619 100% 619 100%
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tomahawk river pines 

The Tomahawk River Pines area has two sites, the Upper Toma-
hawk River Pines site, and the Lower Tomahawk Pines River 
Site. The majority of this area is designated as a State Natural 
Area. The area is comprised of a mix of upland, wetland, and 
aquatic community types.

Management Objective
To preserve the area’s native communities in a natural condition 
with minimal human disturbance. The communities include 
northern dry-mesic forest (dominated by large red and white 
pine), northern wet forest (dominated by black spruce and tama-
rack), alder thicket, and slow, warm hard-water streams.

Upper Tomahawk River Pines site
Authorized Management Activities 
Activities include passive management (i.e., no timber 
harvesting) and control of invasive exotic species by means 
approved by the Department.

Management Prescriptions 
1.	 Erect and maintain boundary signs (“state natural area” 

and “private land ahead”).

2.	 Periodically search for invasive exotic species and remove 
according to approved guidelines.

3.	 Close and berm any roads leading into the natural area, 
and monitor for unauthorized motor vehicle use.

4.	 As needed, pick up litter and restore sites that have been 
damaged by recreational use

Recreation and Public Use 
The Native Community Management Area of the Tomahawk 
River Pines State Natural Area does not have a recreational 
setting designation. Recreation facilities shall meet the same 
standards as those of the Scenic Resources Management Area.

Canoeing is the predominant recreational activity along the 
river corridor. Shoreline camping is not allowed within the 
designated natural area. Designated trails will not be devel-
oped. Motor vehicle and horse use are not allowed. Hunting, 
trapping, fishing, and hiking are allowed.

Lower Tomahawk River Pines Site
Management Prescriptions 
Improve the existing primitive road to a lightly developed road 
from the parking area to the water to serve as a carry-in boat 
launch. Improvements will include adding a gravel base and

a small vehicle turn around area. Parking will not be allowed 
at the launch turn around. All other primitive roads will remain 
closed to vehicles.

Use selective thinning and prescribed burning to promote the 
health and vigor of the red pine and to promote pine regen-
eration. Utilize prescribe burning (in late summer/early fall) to 
reduce the thick hazel brush understory and to prepare seed 
beds for pine regeneration. Develop management prescrip-
tions in the mixed forest near the parking area, currently 
comprised of aspen, oak, and pine, to meet the area’s objec-
tives.

Retain designation of the Lower Tomahawk River Pines State 
Natural Area.

Area 3 Summary

DD 1,066 acres
DD Natural origin, large diameter pine present
DD Natural white pine conversion
DD Two SNA designations
DD Soils vary from sand to loamy sand
DD Two management sites

Table 2.6 �Tomahawk River Pines  
Current and Predicted Cover TYPES

Cover Type
CURRENT PREDICTED 50 YEAR

Acres % Total Acres % Total

Aspen 231 22% 141 13%

Lowland Brush/Grass 354 33% 354 33%

Pine 201 19% 300 28%

Swamp Conifer 239 22% 230 22%

Water 41 4% 41 4%

Total 1,066 100% 1,066 100%
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NATIVE COMMUNITY management Areas

tomahawk river pines
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scenic management Area

Flowage Shore and Islands, and tomahawk River

CHAPTER 2
AREA

4
MANAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT

4   scenic management Area  Flowage Shore and Islands, and tomahawk River

scenic Management Areas 

Most of the shoreline is designated as Scenic Resources 
Management Area. This area includes a 200 foot buffer on 
each side of the lower Tomahawk River, all islands, and a 300 
foot strip along the flowage shoreline landward of the ordinary 
high water mark.

Long-term Management Objectives
Promote, maintain and enhance a natural, wild appearing 
landscape around the flowage and along the lower Tomahawk 
River and in other designated public use areas. Provide nesting 
and brood rearing areas for eagles, osprey and great blue 
heron. The vegetation will be characterized by a mature forest 
dominated by long-lived species, especially large diameter 
(more than 12 inch diameter breast height (DBH)) red and 
white pine.

Short-term Management Objectives
Maintain and enhance existing sites that meet the long-term 
objective conditions, and convert as rapidly as practicable the 
stands dominated by aspen and other short-lived species to 
red and white pine and other longer lived species.

Authorized Management Activities in Transition Areas 
(areas not in the desired future condition)
Activities include selective harvesting, hand tree planting, 
prescribed fires, thinning and routine timber stand improve-
ment activities (i.e. pruning, non- commercial thinning, crop 
tree release and elimination of competing cull trees and 
shrubs) and construction and maintenance of logging roads.

Authorized Management Activities in Climax Forest Areas 
(areas at the desired future condition)
Activities include passive management, limited selective 
harvesting, moderate salvage, and restoration management 
following major storm damage, and the construction and main-
tenance of logging roads.

Management Prescriptions
As appropriate for the specific site and timber stand condi-
tions, the following management prescriptions will be used:

1.	 On upland sites perform selective harvesting of aspen 
until long-lived species like red and white pine and red 
maple become established. This may range from 60 to 

100 years. Only limited selective cutting to maintain the 
stand will be done after the climax forest is established, 
except for salvage following major storm damage.

2.	 Lowland sites generally would not be harvested.

3.	 Maintain 60 square feet or more of basal area per acre of 
trees 5 inch DBH and larger in harvest areas.

4.	 Follow Best Management Practices for Water Quality 
(BMPs) to minimize soil compaction and erosion. When-
ever possible avoid conflicts with warm season recreation 
activities.

5.	 Restrict wheeled or tracked equipment from operating 
within 15 feet of the ordinary high water mark.

6.	 Locate logging roads and decking areas at least 200 feet 
landward from the flowage or wetlands (defined by the 
ordinary high water mark). Schedule stand harvest inter-
vals at a minimum of 10 years.

7.	 Retain snag trees, live cavity trees, dead and downed 
logs and other coarse woody debris to promote important 
habitat for reptiles, amphibians and other wildlife.

8.	 Remove hazard trees within designated public use areas.

Table 2.7 �Scenic Management Areas  
Current and Predicted Cover types

Cover Type
CURRENT PREDICTED 50 YEAR

Acres % Total Acres % Total

Forested Types

Aspen 547 36% 250 16%

Pine 383 25% 648 42%

Swamp Hardwood 69 5% 60 4%

Maple, Birch 100 7% 141 9%

Swamp Conifer 30 2% 30 2%

Total Forested 1,129 74% 1,129 74%

Non-Forested Types

Lowland Brush/Grass 333 22% 333 22%

Water 70 5% 70 5%

Total Non-Forested 403 26% 403 26%

Total 1,532 100% 1,532 100%
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special management Area

Gravel Pit
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4   Area section   area name5   special management Area  Gravel Pit

special Management Areas 

The Special Management Area located in the southeastern 
part of the property is a gravel pit that was used by the 
previous landowners to provide gravel for logging roads. The 
existing stockpile of approximately 2,000 cubic yards of high-
quality gravel will be used. Additional gravel extraction at this 
site is authorized. Following extraction and reclamation, the 
Special Management Area classification will expire, and the 
site will become part of the Forest Production Area. Restora-
tion will use native plant species.
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State Natural Area Designations

State Natural Areas (SNAs) are part of a statewide system of 
sites identified for the purposes of ecological research, educa-
tion, and to assure the full range of ecological diversity for 
future generations. After the designation of land management 
areas, and identifying their specific resource management 
objectives and prescriptions, the master planning team exam-
ined opportunities to further protect areas with exceptional 
natural features. Bureau of Natural Heritage Conservation staff 
evaluated sites that could contribute to critical habitat for rare 
species, provide ecological reference areas, or which contain 
significant geological or archaeological features. 

State Natural Area Program Objective
Locate, establish, and preserve a system of SNAs that as 
nearly as possible represents the wealth and variety of 
Wisconsin’s native landscape for education, research, and 
long-term protection of Wisconsin’s biological diversity for 
future generations. 

Designation Process and Authority
The process for selecting and designating SNAs is determined 
by cooperative efforts with the Bureau of Natural Heritage 
Conservation. SNAs are considered overlays to Land Manage-

ment Areas. In this way, the same piece of land can achieve 
the goals of two different Department programs. Activities for 
each SNA are the same as the land management objectives 
and prescriptions as well as the recreation uses designated to 
meet forestry goals. For example, a SNA located within an area 
managed for white pine will follow the objectives for that land 
management area, rather than a separate SNA management 
plan. The forest management and recreation uses that were 
determined by the master planning team (Forestry, Wildlife, 
Natural Heritage Conservation, Fisheries) and in consultation 
with the public, would occur with or without SNA designation.

The Wisconsin State Natural Areas Program oversees the 
establishment of SNAs and is advised by the Natural Areas 
Preservation Council. 

State Natural Area Management and 
Recreational Activities
The State Natural Area designation does not change the under-
lying recreation management activities outlined in this master 
plan for each land management area. There are no additional 
management prescriptions associated with these State Natural 
Areas. 

willow flowage Scenic Waters Area  
Natural Areas
The Willow Flowage has two SNA designations within the 
boundary: the upper Tomahawk River Pines and the Lower 
Tomahawk River Pines.

Table 2.8 State Natural Areas

SNA Name Management Area Acreage

Upper Tomahawk River Pines Area 3 Upper Tomahawk River Pines Site 844

Lower Tomahawk River Pines Area 3 Lower Tomahawk River Pines Site 295

CHAPTER 2 MANAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
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Recreation Management

Recreation Management and Facilities
The recreation management objective for the core flowage 
area is to provide opportunities for dispersed, low-impact 
recreation-particularly water-based recreation-and for the 
enjoyment of the area’s natural scenic beauty and solitude. 
Hunting, trapping, and fishing are traditional uses and continue 
according to season regulations.

Recreational Use Classification
The flowage and the lower Tomahawk River corridor are 
managed to provide a Type 3 Recreational Use Setting with an 
emphasis on a feeling of remoteness and solitude, a natural, 
undeveloped appearance, and a low level of facility development.

The Type 3 Recreational Use Setting subclassification is 
assigned to the entire Scenic Resources Management Area. 
The Native Community Management Area portion of the shore 
does not have a recreational setting designation; however, 
campsites or other recreation facilities shall meet the same 
standards as the Scenic Resources Management Area.

Camping on the Flowage
Camping opportunities are at watercraft (motorized or nonmo-
torized) accessible, or walk-in accessible semi-primitive camp-
sites on the flowage.  Other types of camping opportunities 
are currently not provided.  The Department will identify and 
designate at least 2 existing campsites on the flowage and 
allow drive-in access in close proximity to the sites. Camping 
is allowed only at designated campsites and all campsites 
are available to campers on a first-come, first-served basis. 
Camping fees are waived per NR 45.10(1)(k).

Camping is restricted to a maximum stay of 10 days. Once 
occupied, the site cannot be left unoccupied for more than 
one night. Sites open for camping have a box latrine, a fire 
ring, a picnic table, and a sign designating the site as open for 
camping. Thirty single-unit campsites and up to seven group 
campsites will be provided.

The campsites may periodically rotate between use and 
non-use status over time, as warranted by environmental or 
other conditions. Campsites may also be closed, permanently 
or temporarily, to protect threatened, endangered, or sensitive 
species and their habitats. The property manager may close 
(temporarily or permanently) and relocate campsites to new 
locations as needed. During a temporary closure of campsites, 
the number of campsites open for use may be less than 30 
single unit and seven group sites.

The Department will seek “approved comparable compliance” 
from the Department of Health and Family Services where the 
natural conditions exist that do not permit literal application of 
the requirements of Chapter HFS 178 for campgrounds.

Remote Single-Unit Campsites
The Department will maintain 30 single-unit semiprimitive 
campsites on the islands and shorelines of the flowage. A 
single unit campsite may be occupied by a family party or a 
party of up to six unrelated persons. A fire ring, picnic table, 
and box latrine will be provided at each site. One or two of 
the single-unit campsites will be accessible for use by persons 
with disabilities.

Remote Group Campsites
Seven semi-primitive group campsites will be established 
and maintained on the islands and shorelines of the flowage. 
The group campsites may be occupied by parties of up to 15 
persons. Improvements provided at each site shall include a 
fire ring, picnic table, and box latrine. One of the group sites 
will be accessible for use by persons with disabilities.

Remote River Campsites
An additional 4 campsites will be constructed on the lower 
Tomahawk River to provide accommodations for paddlers and 
boaters. The river campsites will be similar in design to the 
existing shoreline campsites on the Willow Flowage and will 
provide users with a picnic table, a fire ring, and a box latrine.

Campsites will only be accessible by water craft and length of 
stay is limited to one night.

Campsite Maintenance
All designated campsites shall be regularly inspected for litter 
and maintenance needs throughout the camping season. Camp-
sites shall be periodically inspected for public safety hazards, 
such as dead trees, and the hazards removed or the site closed.

Campsite Development
Campsites shall be located with consideration for minimizing 
environmental impacts and providing solitude for campers. 
New or redeveloped campsites shall be located as far away 
from the water’s edge as practicable to reduce bank and 
vegetation impacts.

Appropriate shore/bank protection measures, such as rip-rap 
or steps and railings, may be placed at campsites to minimize 
erosion from human use.

A well and handpump will be provided near one or both of the 
boat landings located on Willow Dam Road. If the well and hand-
pump are not located on state land, the Department will develop 
a cooperative agreement with WVIC for placement on their land.

CHAPTER 2MANAGEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
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Management activities for campsite development or reha-
bilitation may include planting, clearing trees or brush, minor 
grading, and erosion control measures. All developments, 
including environmental protection measures, shall meet the 
standards for this recreational use setting.

Foot Trails
There are two designated foot trails: 

Nature Trail
A nature trail of about 2.2 miles is located near the curve in 
Willow Dam Road immediately north of the Sandy Landing. 
The trail is maintained as a moderately developed trail and is 
disabled accessible. Wayside interpretive panels, rest stops 
with benches, and directional signs are placed at appropriate 
locations along the trail. The trailhead includes an information 
kiosk and a 15-car parking lot.

Hiking Trail
A loop primitive hiking trail of about 5.5 miles is located in the 
Native Community Management Area near Skunk Lake off of 
from Cedar Falls Road. The trailhead, with an informational 
kiosk, will be located at a six-car parking lot approximately 1 
mile west of Cedar Falls Road. The parking area will be enlarged 
and improved for hikers and other day users of the flowage.

Boat Landings
Public boat access provided by this plan enhances the recre-
ational experience on the flowage. The east side boat access 
locations, near the Willow Flowage dam, offer two improved 
landings and paved parking lots to accommodate vehicles with 
trailers. The Willow‘s other landings, including Sportsmans, 
Talbots, Jerrys, and McCord Road, provide rustic access 
roads and parking accommodations for up to eight vehicles 
with trailers at each location. The Department proposes to 
improve Sportsmans Landing to include an improved one-lane 
access road, concrete boat ramp, and a larger parking lot to 
accommodate up to ten vehicles with trailers. Under this plan, 
the Department will work with partners and stakeholders to 
consider the addition of rustic, natural appearing recreational 
equipment at the Sandy Boat Landing. A small, unimproved 
boat landing located off of Iron Gate Road is available for use 
as conditions allow.

Explore options to develop a deep water boat landing on the 
southwest side of the flowage along Iron gate road. Specific 
location and design would be based on the site evaluation.

Toilet Facilities
Toilet facilities are currently provided at the Dam Landing 
parking lot. The Department will develop a similar toilet facility 
at the Sandy Landing located approximately 1/3 mile north of 

the Willow Flowage dam. Staff from WVIC will be consulted 
during the planning process to determine if changes to the 
FERC-approved recreation plan are required.

ATV/UTV Trails
Motorized trails are well established on the Willow, providing 
approximately 5 miles of ATV/UTV trails and an additional 8 
miles of routes. 

Management Objectives
•	 Provide trail riding opportunities as part of a regional trail 

network; and, as is feasible and compatible with other 
property objectives, support expansion of the regional trail 
networks.

•	 Maintain the existing 5 miles of ATV/UTV trails.
•	 Re-route approximately 1 mile of trail near the junction 

of Willow Dam road and County Highway Y to extend a 
portion of trail and reduce the amount of travel on Willow 
Dam road.

•	 Expand and re-route the existing ATV/UTV trail including 
approximately one mile segment in the Town of 
Minocqua.

•	 Designate approximately ½ mile of existing snowmobile 
trail on Department land originating at County Highway 
L just south of Swamp lake road heading West over 
the Tomahawk River in the Town of Nokomis. The trail 
segment is dependent on a connector trail yet to be estab-
lished. Use would only be implemented if a feasible trail 
connector can be made west of the Departments owner-
ship and only if the use of the trail would not compromise 
the existing snowmobile trail. The Department does own 
a public use easement across private lands, but the ease-
ment does not include use for ATV/UTV unless agreed 
upon by both parties.

•	 Allow ATV/UTV operation on the Department-owned 
portions of Sportsmans Landing Road and Jerrys Landing 
Road. These roads originate on Oneida County Forest land 
where ATV/UTV operation is already authorized.

Hunting And Trapping
Hunting and trapping are major recreational pursuits at the 
Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area. Diversity of wildlife 
habitat and abundant populations of game animals are avail-
able. Popular game species for hunters include deer, bear, Wild 
Turkey, upland birds and waterfowl. Hunting is allowed along 
all trails and forest roads except in designated campsites.

Hunters desire wildlife habitat capable of producing good 
populations of wildlife, while staying free from excessive 
human disturbance. It is important to provide multiple opportu-
nities and to disperse hunters as much as possible for safety, 
to enhance users’ experience and to avoid user conflicts. The 
Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area will continue to accom-
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modate hunting throughout all of the open hunting seasons. 
Regulations governing hunting and trapping are outside the 
scope of the master plan.

Opportunities exist for hunters to camp in remote areas of the 
property. This dispersed camping experience is offered during 
the gun-deer season by permit only. The remote locations do 
not include any amenities such as water or toilets.

Management Objectives
•	 Continue to offer abundant opportunities for big and small 

game hunting and trapping.

Management Prescriptions
•	 Continue to maintain public access for hunting.
•	 Provide opportunities for non-motorized hunter access, 

and remote hunting experiences. 
•	 Provide information about hunting rules and opportunities 

at information facilities, in publications or online, taking 
care not to over-promote specific locations.

•	 Work in cooperation with staff from the Bureau of Wildlife 
Management to support and maintain diverse habitat for 
wildlife, and to protect rare, endangered and threatened 
species as described in the Resource Management 
Section of this plan.

Fishing
Fishing enthusiasts pursue warm water species at the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area. Developed and undeveloped 
landings provide access to water resources throughout the 
forest. The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area will continue 
to provide opportunities for fishing enthusiasts. Fishing regula-
tions are outside the scope of the master plan.

Management Objectives
•	 Continue to support and provide public opportunities for 

fishing.
•	 Maintain public access to water resources throughout the 

forest for fishing. 

Management Prescriptions
•	 Maintain or develop reasonable access to water resources 

and traditional fishing areas.
•	 Provide information about fishing rules and opportunities 

at information facilities, in publications or online, taking 
care not to over-promote specific locations.

•	 Work in cooperation with the Bureau of Fisheries Manage-
ment on fish habitat management at the Willow Flowage 
Scenic Waters Area.

•	 Acquire property or establish land use agreements 
to enable recreational access to lakes or other water 
resources within the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area 
as resources and opportunity allows.

Parking Areas
There are 13 parking areas throughout the property (approxi-
mately 150 stalls) to facilitate access for hiking, hunting and 
fishing, and recreational facilities. Some locations serve multiple 
uses as trail heads, boat landings, vistas, scenic overlooks, or 
places for berry picking, star gazing, or wildlife viewing.

Management Objectives
•	 Maintain parking facilities throughout the property to 

provide public access.

Management Prescriptions
•	 Maintain existing parking areas at key locations to provide 

access to forest and water resources.
•	 Maintain parking areas to a level of development appro-

priate to land management classifications and recreational 
use setting according to NR44 standards.

•	 Enhance or renovate trail head/gravel surfaced parking 
access points and provide amenities as appropriate to use 
and demand. 

•	 Install information facilities and signage at access points 
throughout the property to enhance visitor experience 
and to reinforce the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area 
identity.

Parking Lot Name/Location
Number of 

Stalls
Surface

Dam Landing 45 Paved

Sandy Landing 23 Paved

Nature Trail 15 Paved

Hiking Trail 8 Gravel

Jerrys Landing 8 Gravel

Sportsmans Landing 8 Gravel

Talbots Landing 8 Gravel

McCord Road Landing 8 Gravel

Second Gate (Iron Gate Road) 4 Gravel

Willow Dam Road Canoe Landing 4 Sand

Swamp Lake Road Canoe Landing 6 Gravel

Prairie Rapids Canoe Landing 4 Sand

Lower Tomahawk River Pines SNA 8 Gravel

 Table 2.9 Parking areas on the Willow Flowage 
Scenic Waters Area
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Real Estate Management

Real Estate Acquisition Policies
All property purchases are on a willing seller basis. As required 
by state and federal laws, the Department pays just compen-
sation for property, which is the estimated market value based 
on an appraisal. At times, it is in the interest of the Department 
and the landowner for the Department to acquire only part of 
the rights to a property, or an easement. The Department has 
a number of easement options available to address these situ-
ations.

 Landowners within the property boundary may be contacted 
periodically by Department staff to explain the Department’s 
land acquisition program and to see if they have an interest in 
selling their property. Acquisition priorities vary from year to 
year and are based on a variety of factors, such as resource 
management or recreation needs and available funding.

Aides In Lieu Of Taxes
Under current law (Wis. Stats. 70), land acquired by the DNR 
is not subject to property taxes. Instead, DNR makes annual 
payments in lieu of taxes (PILT) to municipalities for the parcels 
that the DNR owns within those municipalities. More detailed 
information on how the Department pays property taxes may 
be found by visiting dnr.wi.gov and searching “PILT”.

Easements, Access Permits,  
And Land Use Agreements
Easements provide access across state property for utilities, 
town roads, or county highways. Easements are permanent 

and would continue to be upheld under the master plan. 
Access permits provide access across state property to private 
ownership within the boundary. Land use agreements provide 
for a variety of uses on state property, such as snowmobile 
trails and other recreational facilities open to the public. The 
Department has a long history of cooperation in managing and 
maintaining public recreational and community facilities and 
access.

The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area supports land use 
agreements with public and private partners that provide 
public benefits. Land use agreements can be used to facilitate 
agreements with partners to provide services that meet the 
goals and objectives of the master plan. Existing easements, 
land use agreements, and access permits will be reviewed 
periodically for compliance. The Department may grant new 
agreements, permits or easements where they do not conflict 
with the master plan’s goals and objectives. All such requests 
will be evaluated on an individual basis, and follow Department 
standards for review approval.

Pursuant to NR 1.415 the Department is proposing to redesig-
nate approximately 3 miles of Department easement lands in 
the Town of Nokomis, Oneida County from the Bearskin State 
Trail to the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area, which will 
facilitate and provide for better management of the property as 
part of the Willow Flowage.

Acquisition Goal for the Willow including the Dick Steffes Unit 
is 37,503 acres.

This reflects a 380 acre reduction from the current 2000 
master plan, of which 240 acres is currently state owned. The 
boundary contraction does not include any lands with water 
frontage on the Tomahawk River. The department may retain a 
small section of land or  a public access right in the contraction 
area, if needed, to provide access to existing public lands from 
an existing  road network.
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Road Management 

Department owned and managed roads, skid trails and 
landings are all part of the property transportation system. 
Roads provide access for activities such as managing timber, 
improving fish and wildlife habitat, fighting fires, and recre-
ational use and access. In addition, a variety of County and 
Town owned roads connect to DNR roads to provide direct 
access as well as connectors to DNR roads. 

County and town roads bordering or passing through the prop-
erty are the management responsibility of these respective 
jurisdictions and are not covered by this road management 
plan.

Approximately 13 miles of DNR managed roads are planned 
to be opened and maintained permanently or seasonally for 
public vehicle use. There are approximately 80 miles of perma-
nent and temporary forest roads closed to public vehicles and 
used for management purposes. These roads are all classified 
as ‘primitive’ according to the NR44 road classifications.

Of the 80 miles of closed roads, 29 miles will be maintained in 
a condition to allow hunter walking access. Maintenance typi-
cally includes woody brush control and mowing at appropriate 
time intervals. 

Road Management Objectives
•	 Provide a network of roads on the Willow Flowage that 

meet land management and recreation objectives, while 
minimizing environmental impacts.

•	 Maintain roads to the designated road standards and in a 
sustainable condition.

•	 Maintain scenic values along public road corridors in 
balance with management area objectives.

General Road Management Prescriptions
•	 Maintain visibility and clearance along roads that is 

adequate for the road classification and use.
•	 Restore roads used in timber harvest operations to their 

previous or better condition after harvesting is completed.
•	 Inspect permanent roads for degradation and develop a 

maintenance schedule.
•	 Monitor and manage the spread of invasive plant species 

along roads using Wisconsin’s Forestry Best Management 
Practices for Invasive Species. Control invasive species 
using appropriate management techniques including but 
not limited to, herbicides, burning, cutting and mowing.

•	 Implement Wisconsin’s Forestry Best Management 
Practices for Water Quality as needed to prevent direct 
impacts to lakes, streams, wetlands and groundwater.

•	 All non-DNR road right-of-ways will continue to be 
controlled and maintained by their current operator (state, 
county, or town).

The property manager may close a road to public use if it 
becomes degraded, unsafe, or for law enforcement reasons. 

Road Classification
There are several types of road classifications outlined in 
NR 44.07(3). The classifications reflect a range of develop-
ment and maintenance standards. Road classifications 
include primitive, lightly developed, moderately devel-
oped, and fully developed.

Primitive Roads are temporary or permanent seasonal 
roads with a maximum sustained cleared width normally 
not exceeding 12 feet, little or no roadbed grading, 
minimal cut and fill, a surface of primitive or native mate-
rial.

Lightly Developed Roads are temporary, permanent 
seasonal, or permanent all–season roads which are 
primarily single lane with a maximum sustained cleared 
width normally not exceeding 16 feet, are lightly to well–
graded with minimal cut and fill, are surfaced with primi-

tive, native or aggregate materials except in limited special 
use situations where asphalt may be used, and have a 
maximum speed design of 15 mph.

Moderately Developed Roads are permanent seasonal or 
permanent all–season roads which typically are two–lane, 
but may be one–lane, have a maximum sustained cleared 
width normally not exceeding 45 feet for two–lane and 
30 feet for one–lane, a well–graded roadbed and may 
have moderate cuts and fills and shallow ditching, have 
a surface of aggregate, asphalt or native material, and a 
maximum design speed of 25 mph.

Fully Developed Roads are permanent all–season roads 
with a cleared width normally of 50 feet or more, a 
roadbed with cuts and fills as needed, an aggregate, 
asphalt or other paved surface and designed for speeds 
exceeding 25 mph.
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•	 DNR managed roads are closed to ATVs unless desig-
nated for such use. 

•	 Temporary roads used for forest management activities 
will generally remain open for public use during the active 
periods of operation, typically two to four years. The road 
may remain open for a period of up to 2 years for firewood 
gathering if the road is in a condition for vehicle use, 
otherwise the road will be closed after the management 
practice is complete.

•	 Permanent roads open to the public will not be closed to 
public use if used for timber management unless signifi-
cant safety issues occur. Roads used for timber manage-
ment will be signed during active use appropriate to the 
scale of the operation.

Specific Road Management Prescriptions
Iron Gate Road
Iron Gate road will be maintained at its current development 
level as a moderately developed road with a gravel base.

Iron Gate road will be opened year round for public use.  
Licensed vehicles and ATV/UTVS are authorized . Snowmobiles 
are authorized when conditions allow. The gates will remain in 
place and only be used to close the road during times of spring 
break up.

Access control structures, ranging from signs, boulders, berms 
or gates, may be placed along Iron Gate Road, as needed, to 
mitigate use of spur roads for motorized purposes. Periodic 
maintenance will be performed to sustain the road system 
integrity but no snow-plowing will occur.

Skunk Lake Road 
Re-designate approximately 1 mile of skunk lake trail to an 
open public road originating at Cedar Falls Road. Improve and 
maintain the road in a lightly developed condition. The road will 
be open year round, except during periods of spring breakup 
and periods of high snow. Construct a parking lot at the end of 
the road to accommodate three to six vehicles and provide a 
turn around as site conditions allow.

West Side fire lane.
Open approximately 1 mile of West Side Fire lane originating 
at Willow Road including a short segment heading west to 
BCPL lands. Maintain road in its current development level of 
lightly developed. Install an access control structure to restrict 
public vehicle use to the north. Road will be open for motor-
ized use year round, except during periods of spring breakup 
and periods of deep snow. Allow ATV and UTV use as long as 
Willow Road remains an ATV route designated by the town. 
BCPL plans to provide public vehicle access (not including 

ATVs/UTVs) on an existing road of approximately 1.5 miles to 
make a loop road back to Willow town Road.

Cedar Falls Fire lane
Designate approximately 1 mile of existing Department owned 
road north of the boundary gate between WVIC land and 
Department land as open to public vehicles. Retain the Depart-
ment owned gates at the ownership boundaries on both the 
north and south ends for management purposes. Also desig-
nate a section of the existing snowmobile trail located approxi-
mately ½ mile to the west of Cedar Falls Fire lane as open 
to public vehicles. Maintain both roads in a lightly developed 
condition. Currently access to the roads is limited and depends 
on adjacent road networks. Department owned roads will not 
be opened until public access is available. Initial discussions 
with the private Forest Legacy landowner to the north indicate 
there may be feasible options to provide access to these roads 
by connecting them to Manhardt road and/or Camp Nine road.

Swamsauger Road
Open approximately 1.2 mile of existing road originating from 
McCord Road. Install an access control structure at the end 
of DNR ownership and a small turn around and parking area. 
Work with BCPL to provide additional public vehicle access 
connecting to DNR roads.
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Closed Permanent and Temporary Primitive 
Roads 
Approximately 60 miles of closed primitive roads are on the 
Willow. These are generally roads used for forest manage-
ment purposes and are in varying stages of use from recent 
to historical abandoned roads. Approximately 20 miles of the 
primitive roads will not be maintained but may be used and 
improved when needed for timber management. Approxi-
mately 50 miles of closed primitive roads will be maintained 
permanently for recreational uses, including snowmobile and 
hunter walking access. Maintenance typically includes woody 
brush control and mowing at appropriately 3-5 year intervals. 
If a temporary primitive road is improved during a timber sale, 
it can be re-designated to a permanent primitive road for the 
purpose of hunter walking access.

Aesthetic Management for Roadway Corridors
Forest management techniques can be adjusted along road-
ways on the forest to ensure the long-term maintenance of 
scenic conditions is proportionate to the road’s level of public 
use. The DNR Silviculture and Forest Aesthetics Handbook 
distinguishes three types of aesthetic management zones that 
can be applied along roadways described as Class A, Class B, 

and Class C aesthetic management zones. Most roads within 
the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area fall under the Class C 
Aesthetic Management Zone.

Class A Aesthetic Management Zones include travel routes 
with heavy to medium use or roads where the use is for the 
specific purpose of enjoying scenery. These areas should be 
developed and maintained to the greatest scenic potential for 
public enjoyment.

Class B Aesthetic Management Zones include a variety of 
roads where public traffic use is generally light to medium. 
Scenic attractiveness is of equal importance and is in balance 
with other land management objectives.

Class C Aesthetic Management Zones include roads 
primarily used for management access and where public use 
does not occur, is infrequent, or is primarily for activities such 
as hunting, fishing, or berry picking. Aesthetics are considered 
in the management along these roadways; however, they are 
secondary to the prescribed land management activities for 
the area.

Table 2.11 Summary of Planned Closed Roads

Development Level Status Current (miles) Proposed (miles)

West Side Fire Lane Lightly Developed Closed 2 1

Primitive Permanent Roads 
(Hunter/Walker Paths) Primitive Closed 13 29

Primitive Temporary 
and Abandoned Roads Primitive Abandoned Closed 60 44

Total 75 74

Table 2.10 Summary of Planned Permanent Public Open Roads

Development Level Status Current (miles) Proposed (miles)

Iron Gate (Hwy Y to Gate 2) Moderately Developed Open 2 8

Iron Gate (Gate 2 to McCord Rd) Lightly Developed Open Seasonal 6 0

Skunk Lake Lightly Developed Open 0 1

West Side Fire Lane Lightly Developed Open 0 1

Cedar Falls Fire Lane Lightly Developed Open 0 2

Swamwsauger Lightly Developed Open 0 1

Total 8 13
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Non-Metallic Mining 

The Department may use gravel, sand, fill dirt, or other fill 
material from Department-owned lands for Department use. 
Under certain circumstances other government bodies or 
agencies may also have access to these materials. Section 
23.20 of the Wisconsin Statutes states, “the Department may 
permit any town, county, or state agency to obtain gravel, 
sand, fill dirt or other fill material needed for road purposes 
from any Department-owned gravel pit or similar facility if this 
material is unavailable from private vendors within a reason-
able distance of the worksite. The Department shall charge a 
fee for this material commensurate with the fee charged by 
private vendors.”

The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area has one gravel pit 
(sand mine) within its boundary. Any non-metallic mining in the 
Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area, whether by the Depart-
ment or as authorized under s. 23.20, Stats., is regulated under 
the reclamation requirements of NR 135, Wis. Adm. Code, - 
except for sites that do not exceed one acre in total for the life 
of the mining operation or are otherwise exempt under s. NR 
135.02(3), Wis. Adm. Code. Site reclamation under NR 135 is 
administered by the county, or in some cases municipal, regu-
latory authority. 

NR 135 requires mining sites to be reclaimed according to a 
reclamation plan to meet uniform state reclamation standards. 
Most Department of Transportation (DOT) projects are exempt 
from NR 135 but subject to WisDOT’s own mining site restora-
tion requirements as provided in s. NR 135.02(3)(j), Wis. Adm. 
Code. In general, DOT and its contractors would be discour-
aged from non-metallic mining on the state forest property. 
The use of state-owned land by the state and municipalities 
for gravel pits and sand will continue on a case-by-case basis. 
Non-metallic mining at new sites will not be permitted where a 
Geological Feature of Importance has been identified.
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Cultural Resources Management

The cultural resources management plan for the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area recognizes that cultural 
resources, such as archaeological sites, historic structures, 
and tribal heritage areas, are significant resources and provide 
important clues to the historic use of state forest lands.

Tribal Resources
The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area lies within the ceded 
territory of the Chippewa Tribes.

Ceded Territories and Tribal Use
At the time of the arrival of Europeans in North America, 
Native American tribes were recognized as sovereign nations. 
The Ojibwe Tribes ceded some lands in the northern one-third 
of Wisconsin to the United States Government in the Treaties 
of 1837 and 1842. In those treaties, they reserved their rights 
to hunt, trap, fish, and gather within various publicly-owned 
lands. These treaty rights, affirmed under Lac Courte Oreilles 
Indians v. State of Wis., 775 F. Supp. 321, 323 (W.D. Wis. 
1991), are currently being exercised and implemented by the 
Ojibwe Tribes for subsistence, medicinal, cultural, religious and 
economic purposes.

Wisconsin Valley Improvement Company’s Role
The Willow Reservoir lies within WVIC’s Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission (FERC) Project boundary. In compli-
ance with WVIC’s FERC license (76 FERC ¶ 61,050), WVIC 
has implemented a Historic Resources Management Plan for 
Project Lands and Waters (HRMP) to guide decisions leading 
to protection and management of Project historic resources 
and to meet the requirements of federal cultural resource laws 
including Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act. 
WVIC’s HRMP includes an ongoing monitoring program and 
a plan for protecting sites eligible for inclusion in the National 
Register of Historic Places within the FERC project boundary 
of the Willow Reservoir and its area of potential effects. For 
this reason, WVIC retained cultural resource responsibility for 
the lands WVIC donated to DNR in 2004 which remain in the 
FERC project boundary.
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General Land And Forest Management 
Policies And Provisions

Recreation 
Natural Resource Board policy (NR 1.61) addresses public use 
on Department lands. Unless prohibited by rule or statute, all 
Department-managed lands on the Willow Flowage Scenic 
Waters Area property are open for hunting, fishing, trapping, 
walking, nature study, and berry picking. Other types of recre-
ational uses must be authorized in the property’s master plan.

ATV and snowmobile use is provided on the existing state, 
county, or club trails. Continuation of these trails is dependent 
on satisfactory use agreements with the sanctioning entity. 
The permittee is responsible for developing and maintaining 
the trails to the standards outlined in the Department’s trail 
handbook. The Department retains the right to relocate the 
existing trails to meet the needs of this plan.

Biking and horseback riding are allowed on all logging roads, 
unless they are posted closed.

This management plan does not designate any day use sites. 
However, unoccupied campsites can be used for day use 
activities such as shore lunches. Additionally, there is a picnic 
area near the dam.

General Wildlife and Endangered Species 
Management 
A variety of wildlife inhabit the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters 
Area. Department wildlife management staff will work with 
the property manager and foresters on timber harvesting 
activities to maintain and enhance the composition and struc-
ture of forest habitat. The wildlife management staff will also 
conduct surveys to monitor wildlife populations, including rare, 
threatened, endangered, or game species. Wildlife information 
about the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area will be provided 
to the public. Additionally, staff will work to protect sensitive 
species areas, such as those of the eagle, osprey, and great 
blue heron and gray wolf.

Note: WVIC’s Fish & Wildlife Management Plan For Project 
Lands and Reservoirs, which is part of its FERC license, calls 
for the maintenance of the undeveloped, wilderness character 
of the flowage. This plan, which was updated in 2011 and 
scheduled for another update in 2016, includes no plans for 

timber harvest on WVIC lands and limiting motorized access to 
enhance eagle and osprey habitat.

Native Species to be Used
When planting of trees, shrubs, grasses, and forbs is neces-
sary, consideration shall be given to use native species that are 
genetically compatible with species from the area.

Water Resource Protection 
The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area has a water quality 
classification of Outstanding Resource Water (ORW).

The property’s forest and recreation management plans 
contain elements to assure protection of the high water quality 
and in turn to help protect the fishery and aquatic habitats. 
Additional water quality and habitat protection measures are 
described below.

Construction Activities 
The Department shall employ erosion control practices during 
all construction activities near the water (campsite or boat 
landing development) to minimize the amount of lost soil. 
Contractors are required to include erosion control practices 
that adhere to the Wisconsin Construction Site Best Manage-
ment Practice Handbook guidelines in the bid specifications of 
all construction jobs.

Invasive Aquatic Species 
The most likely mechanism of transport for exotic species, 
including Eurasian water milfoil, zebra mussels, rusty crayfish, 
and purple loosestrife, to the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters 
Area is via boat traffic. To minimize the likelihood of trans-
porting and introducing invasive species to the Willow Flowage 
Scenic Waters Area, the DNR will use signs and other public 
information materials to alert boaters on the precautions they 
should follow to prevent spreading invasive aquatic species.

Chippewa Treaty Rights
The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area is located within the 
ceded territory subject to the Chippewa off-reservation treaty 
right. No part of this plan can restrict the treaty right contrary 
to the provisions of the final judgment of the federal court 
found in LCO v. State of Wisconsin, 775 F. Supp. 321 (W. D. 
Wis. 1991).

Cooperation with WVIC
Much of the land immediately surrounding the Willow Flowage 
Scenic Waters Area is covered by restrictive covenants held by 
WVIC. The Department must work cooperatively with WVIC in 
the management of these lands to adhere to the covenants. 
Department staff will consult with WVIC on a regular basis to 
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or whenever projects are planned within the area covered by 
the restrictive covenants.

Protection of Historic and Archaeological Features
All new facility development sites (boat landings, parking lots, 
buildings) will be inspected prior to construction to locate and 
evaluate any evidence of significant archaeological or historic 
material.

These cultural resource surveys shall be conducted in compli-
ance with federal laws and state guidelines on historic preser-
vation. Appropriate steps will be taken to protect and preserve 
all significant sites found.

Permits Issued by the Property Manager 
The property manager may issue permits and collect fees, if 
applicable, for those activities that may legally be carried out 
on the property such as firewood cutting permit, Christmas 
tree cutting, and evergreen bough collection. The property 
manager may issue other permits and collect applicable fees 
as allowed by statute, administrative code, or Department 
policy. Permittees must follow the rules and regulations as 
stated in the permit Activities, if allowed by permit, may be 
restricted from portions of the property to ensure resource 
protection and diminish conflict with other allowed activities.

Facility Accessibility 
Recreational developments shall comply with the Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA) for programs and facilities.

Property Access by Persons with Disabilities 
The Department recognizes a need to provide reasonable 
access to Department lands by persons with disabilities, which 
includes permitting persons with disabilities to use vehicles on 
Department lands. The property manager may designate an 
area of the property and may issue a permit to use a motor-
ized vehicle as a mode of personal conveyance according to 
Chapter NR 45.05(3)(d) and Manual Code 2527.7.

Refuse Management
Property visitors are required to carry out whatever they bring 
in. Refuse collection is provided in the Willow Dam boat 
landing parking lot. Burying of refuse is not allowed anywhere 
on the property.

Storage Building
Due to the long distance from existing DNR storage build-
ings to the Willow Flowage (approximately 25 miles), a cold 
storage/service support building is located on the property 
to store management equipment and supplies. A frost-proof 
well will be added to the building location to provide water for 
equipment operation and maintenance.

Forest Inventory and Reconnaissance
The property uses a forest inventory system to gather and 
record information on its land. The database created from 
the inventory captures the physical description of these 
areas (dominant forest cover type, soils, ecological attributes, 
stand origin, guidelines, restrictions and goals). Reports are 
generated to summarize forest stands that are scheduled for 
management review. If stands are not yet ready for manage-
ment, the reconnaissance database is updated and resched-
uled for future review. Stands rescheduled for future review 
are still considered accomplishments toward the forest’s 
annual sustainable harvest acreage. For stands that are ready 
for management, forestry staff consult with other Depart-
ment programs such as endangered resources, fisheries, 
and wildlife to ensure an integrated resource approach prior 
to establishing the proposed practice. When establishing the 
practice, silvicultural guidelines and BMPs for water quality and 
invasive species are followed. After a management practice is 
completed, the forest reconnaissance database is updated.

Best Management Practices for Water Quality
All management activities within the property will follow, as 
a minimum standard, the guidelines in Wisconsin’s Forestry 
Best Management Practices for Water Quality: Field Manual 
for Loggers, Landowners and Land Managers (DNR PUB-FR-
093-2010).
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Forest Pest Control
As stated in Wisconsin Statute 26.30, it is the public policy 
of the state to control forest pests threatening forests of the 
state. Within the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area, any 
significant forest pest event will be evaluated with consid-
eration given to the property management goals and the 
potential threat of the pest to other landowners. Responses 
to significant infestations from other forest pests, including 
but not limited to the Emerald Ash Borer, may include timber 
salvage or pesticide treatments. Any response to a significant 
pest outbreak will be evaluated by an interdisciplinary team 
of scientists and communicated through press releases and 
notices to interested parties.

Invasive Species Control
Invasive non-native species have become recognized in recent 
years as a major threat to the integrity of the state forests. 
These species have the ability to invade natural systems and 
proliferate, often dominating a community to the detriment 
and sometimes the exclusion of native species. Invasive 
species can alter natural ecological processes by reducing the 
interactions of many species to the interaction of only a few 
species. The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area will develop 
an invasive species plan for the property. This document will 
outline various factors in managing for invasive species such 
as early detection and inventory, mapping, control, monitoring 
and research and education. The plan will be used as a guide 
to managing for the invasives on the property. In addition, Best 
Management Practices (BMPs) for Invasive Species will be 
incorporated into management practices on the property.

If detected, invasive species may be controlled using appro-
priate and effective methods, including but not limited to the 
use of herbicides, cutting, or hand removal. Control methods 
may be restricted in certain sensitive management areas. 
Before initiating control measures, the management prescrip-
tions for the area being treated will be referenced. 

Reed canary grass already lines the banks of the Tomahawk 
River above Cedar Falls and is abundant along the periodi-
cally disturbed (rising and falling water levels) shoreline of the 
Flowage. Its long-term impacts are unknown; however, it is a 
well-known troublesome weed that has the ability to exclude 
many native species. The Chinese Mystery Snail is a grazer 
(D. Heath pers. comm.) and is quite visible during low water-
periods. The impacts of this species are unknown at this time.

Chemical Use
Approved herbicides and pesticides may be used for various 
purposes on the property, such as but not limited to control 
invasive plants, to control plant competition in forest regenera-
tion areas, to control undesirable vegetation in or around recre-
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ational facilities, or for insect control except as restricted in the 
management prescriptions in this master plan. All Department 
procedures and herbicide and pesticide label requirements will 
be followed. 

Fire Suppression
As stated in Wisconsin Statutes 26.11, “The Department is 
vested with power, authority and jurisdiction in all matters 
relating to the prevention, detection and suppression of forest 
fires outside the limits of incorporated villages and cities in the 
state except as provided in sub (2), and to do all things neces-
sary in the exercise of such power, authority and jurisdiction.” 
Forest fire suppression actions will consider the property 
management goals and the threats of the fire to life and 
property. Appropriate techniques will be used in each event to 
provide effective fire suppression while minimizing resource 
damage. Selected areas of the property are periodically used 
for fire equipment training purposes.

Research
The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area provides an 
operational and strategic location for experimental trials 
and research, especially with regard to tree improvement, 
genetics, forest health, artificial and natural regeneration, and 
prescribed fire, and nutrient cycling. The research conducted 
by Department managers, scientists, and educational partners 
can be beneficial for the property, the Department and the 
general public. Scientific research that is compatible with 
the ecological and aesthetic attributes of the site is generally 
supported. The property manager has the authority to approve 
or deny requests for research projects. All research activities 
will be carried out in locations and using methods that are 
consistent with the management classifications and manage-
ment objectives in this property plan.

Authorized Response to Catastrophic Events
Wildfires, timber diseases, and insect infestations shall be 
controlled to the degree appropriate to protect the values of 
each management area. Necessary emergency actions will be 
taken to protect public health and safety. Appropriate manage-
ment responses to catastrophic events are determined on a 
case-by-case basis, and action will be taken as appropriate. 
At a minimum, salvage of trees damaged by wind, fire, ice, 
disease, or insects may occur if consistent with the objectives 
of the management area or as prescribed in the plan for the 
management area. 

Shooting Range
A shooting range analysis was conducted as part of the plan 
review. There were no public comments submitted during the 
plan review phase that indicated a desire for a shooting range 
on the Willow. The area is sparsely populated and a number of 
public and private shooting ranges are within close proximity of 
the Willow. The Caywood public range on the Northern-High-
land American Legion State Forest is approximately 25 miles 
from the Willow and Price County, Cranberry Creek range is 
approximately 30 miles. There are approximately 5 ranges that 
fall within the 100,000 population buffer to the Willow. Based 
on public input and the shooting range analysis criteria no need 
for an additional range was considered.
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General Administration Policies  
And Provisions 

The following section describes general administration poli-
cies and provisions that are applied to all lands of the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area that are under state ownership.

Emergency Action Plan
The property maintains on file an emergency action plan that 
describes staff response and coordination with other agencies 
to natural disasters as they affect public safety and facilities.  
It is reviewed annually.

Funding Constraints
Many of the initiatives in the master plan are dependent upon 
additional funding and staffing. Operational funding for state 
forests is established bi-annually by the state legislature. 
Development projects follow an administrative funding and 
approval process outside of the master plan. Therefore, a 
number of legislative and administrative processes outside of 
the master plan determine the rate at which this master plan 
can be implemented. 

Monitoring the Implementation of the  
Master Plan
The implementation of this master plan will be monitored on 
an annual basis to determine progress made in meeting the 
plan’s management objectives. The property manager

will coordinate, schedule, and lead a yearly meeting to docu-
ment and assess progress on the management actions 
accomplished during the previous year and plan management 
activities for the upcoming year. A file is kept with these yearly 
assessments in preparation for implementation of Manual 
Code 9314.1(C), which calls for formal plans to determine 
progress on implementation and whether the plan is accom-
plishing intended results. Master plans set specific goals 
and objectives describing a future desired state. An on-going 
monitoring program is essential to track whether the plan is 
achieving the desired results and if funding and staff resources 
are being allocated most effectively. A well-constructed 
monitoring program also provides essential data for adaptive 
management. That is, checking results and making manage-
ment corrections when needed so as to stay on the best path 
to achieve the desired result and minimize adverse or undesir-
able impacts. On a broader scale, some master plan related 
monitoring data will also contribute to the Department’s state-
wide and regional ecosystem and environmental monitoring 
programs.

Monitoring and evaluation can be used to improve manage-
ment results or efficiency, build and maintain credibility with 
public, validate past decisions and build better decisions in the 
future , and build certainty where uncertainty exists regarding 
the impact of management actions or uses. A solid monitoring 
program will allow the plan to be kept up to date through 
adaptive management and substantially reduce the need for a 
major plan revision process every 15 years.

Monitoring reports will be available on the Department’s 
webpage, at the property, and during annual public meetings.
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Public Communications Plan

The public and other governmental agencies will have the 
opportunity for on-going involvement in the implementation of 
this master plan. This communication plan describes how the 
public will be notified about activities and issues on the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area.

Annually the property manager will write a report that summa-
rizes the following: 

•	 For the past year, the primary management and develop-
ment activities that were completed and other significant 
issues that were addressed.

•	 For the coming year, outline any proposed management 
and development activities and any changing manage-
ment actions or approaches.

The annual report may also include other information of 
interest to the public on various topics related to management 
and use of the forest such as the status of forest insect or 
disease problems, fires or storm damage, new information on 
endangered or threatened species, recreational management 
Issues or new opportunities, and recreational use changes or 
trends.

The property manager will maintain a list of persons, groups, 
and governments interested in receiving information about 
on-going management of the property. When requested, the 
property manager will provide the information via U.S. mail, 
e-mail or direct them to the Department’s internet web site. 

Annually, the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area will meet 
with stakeholders to update interested parties on proposed 
activities.

In the event the Department considers a change to the master 
plan through a plan variance or amendment, the public will 
be advised of the proposal and informed of the review and 
comment process. As appropriate, a public news release 
will be prepared and stakeholders notified of the comment 
process.

Tribal Consultation
The property manager will consult at least annually with the 
LdF tribe as well as the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife 
Commission (GLIFWC) and Voigt Intertribal Task Force on 
management issues related to Treaty rights. Additional consul-

tation meetings may be scheduled should issues warrant 
immediate attention.

Contact Person
The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area property manager 
should be contacted regarding the master plan or other state 
forest related topics. At the time of this publication, the Willow 
Flowage Scenic Waters Area manager contact information is:

The Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area Manager
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
8770 County Highway J 
Woodruff, WI 54568 
715-356-5211 ext. 259
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impacts of 
management revisions

This chapter, in combination with the plan and summary of 
public comments, collectively constitute the environmental 
analysis. The intent of this analysis is to disclose the environ-
mental effects of the proposed changes in the master plan. 
The environmental analysis meets the requirements of the 
Wisconsin Environmental Policy Act (WEPA) and Chapter NR 
150 of Wisconsin Administrative Code. Based on information 
presented in this chapter, the proposed master plan is not 
anticipated to cause significant adverse environmental effects.

Following a thorough assessment and public review the 2000 
Willow Flowage Master Plan was revised to accommodate 
new management policies and technologies and to meet new 
or increased public demands. In order to maintain the revered 
character of “the Willow”, and the integrity of its abundant 
resources, master plan revisions are balanced and relatively 
conservative. 

Projected increases in management activity, public access, 
and recreation are moderate and within the capabilities of a 
sizeable resource base. Overall, changes in future manage-
ment are expected to have only minimal to moderate effects 
on natural resources and the public’s use of the property. 
Best management practices and policies are in place to guide 
resource management decisions and activities. In addition, 
implementation of management actions and public uses are 
monitored annually. 

Proposed management changes and actions are key 
elements in any master plan, with numerous details described 
throughout. The following impacts describe some of the more 
critical actions and their expected impacts or effects. To locate 
or review specific topics refer to the Summary of Master Plan 
Revisions or individual management prescriptions and objec-
tives described in this document. 

General Land and Scenic Resources 
Management
While the majority of the land base will be managed as Forest 
Production Area, as has been done historically on the property, 
scenic resources management remains a priority for the lands 
around the flowage and along the Tomahawk River. The long-
term objective for the Scenic Management Area is to use 
active management to promote and enhance a natural and 
wild-appearing landscape. While the width of the scenic zone 

will be reduced in width to 200 feet, along the southern Toma-
hawk river little visual change should be evident to boaters and 
campers as maintaining scenic quality remains a management 
objective and scenic quality will be considered when estab-
lishing timber sales near the river.

The forest production management area will continue to be 
managed for a diverse forest community with multiple forest 
types and age classes to provide a variety of forest products, 
wildlife (especially deer and grouse), and biological diversity. 
Aspen will remain as the predominant tree species. 

Limited timber harvesting is a management tool within the 
Scenic Management Area. The shift from the Scenic Manage-
ment Area to Forest Production Area means somewhat more 
intensive forest management may occur on these lands, 
resulting in a slight increase in potential timber product produc-
tion over current levels. 

Another change in forest management is that the previous 
seasonal forest management restrictions (i.e. harvesting only 
on frozen ground conditions) will be lifted to enable greater 
flexibility in the use of management tools and techniques to 
meet management objectives. Best Management Practices for 
Water Quality (BMPs) will be followed to assure the change 
to allow “warm season harvesting” will not have a negative 
impact on the flowage or river.

The visibility of management activity is expected to be rela-
tively obscure from the scenic water; however, as summer 
forest management will be allowed, the sound of forest 
management activities may be apparent to boaters and 
campers at times and in some locations.

Public Access and Recreation
The revised Master Plan works to establish a balance of scenic 
resource management, timber production, public access, and 
recreation. Recreation on the forest is primarily nature-based, 
with opportunities for water related activity, hunting and trap-
ping, trail and backcountry experiences. 

Opportunities will continue largely unchanged for traditional 
recreational activities such as hunting and trapping, fishing, 
boating and canoeing, hiking, remote camping, birding, 
canoeing, kayaking, scenic viewing, nature study and photog-
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raphy. Deer and grouse hunting opportunities will remain 
strong.

Under the plan revision, sixteen more miles of primitive roads 
will be maintained for hunter access, raising the total to 29 
miles. Approximately eight miles of department roads have 
been open to public vehicles. The revised plan will provide 4.5 
miles of additional public road access. 

The plan will provide enhancements to benefit ATV/UTV riders. 
In several locations the ATV/UTV trails will be expanded to 
facilitate trail connections between town road routes and 
existing trails, and also to improve safety by reducing some 
travel on town roads. The various trail connections enable over 
five miles of improved continuous travel. The existing snow-
mobile trail will continue, with a quarter mile reroute at the 
Willow Dam to improve safety. 

The revised plan provides more camping opportunities and 
facility upgrades for campers. A source of drinking water will 
be installed. Two new remote water-accessible semi-primitive 
group campsites will be developed on the flowage and four 
single-unit primitive canoe campsites will be developed on the 
lower Tomahawk River. 

Boat/canoe landings on the flowage will be maintained or 
modified to protect the shoreline, improve access and enhance 
user experience. To better serve power boaters, a landing on 

the west side of flowage will be improved to provide deep-
water access.

These relatively modest developments and amenities will 
serve to enhance public recreation at the Willow Flowage, 
accommodate public demands and further diversify use of the 
property. These actions pose moderate, but localized, impacts 
on natural resources and the public’s experience and apprecia-
tion of the Willow Flowage property.

Conclusion
As demographics and recreational trends change and more 
people seek opportunities to recreate, the Willow Flowage 
will continue as a recreational travel destination. The Willow’s 
extensive water base and surrounding natural features 
offer the ability to accommodate diverse recreational uses 
throughout the seasons, while maintaining an acceptable 
level of user separation with manageable impacts to natural 
resources.

Given its size and contiguous land and water acreage, the 
Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area is both a productive 
and popular public property. With its diverse natural resource 
base ranging from remote habitats to varied and accessible 
recreational opportunities, the Willow Flowage will continue 
to provide significant social, ecological, and economic benefits 
now and into the future.
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A. WISCONSIN VALLEY IMPROVEMENT 
COMPANY AND THE WILLOW FLOWAGE 
SCENIC WATERS AREA MASTER PLAN*

The Willow Flowage came into existence in 1926 when 
Wisconsin River Valley corporations were looking to the future. 
Their actions during the intervening years to protect the unde-
veloped nature of the Willow shoreline made it possible to 
have a Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area Master Plan today. 
Through the Master Plan, the corporations and the public 
should realize a mutually beneficial relationship through which 
to enjoy the Willow on into the future. 

Wisconsin Valley Improvement Company (WVIC), Wausau, 
which constructed and owns the Federal Energy Regulatory 
Commission (FERC) license to operate the Willow Flowage, 
is unique among United States water conservation-regulation 
organizations. The company plays a significant role in the 
Master Plan by virtue of its authority under Federal Law, and 
its Willow Reservoir responsibilities related to its federal 
license. 

The WVIC Organization
WVIC is a private company that coordinates the Wisconsin 
River flow regulation system for several separate waterpower 
companies. It is owned by paper mill companies and electric 
utilities, which pay WVIC for the streamflow regulation benefit 
it provides on the Wisconsin River. WVIC’s storage and release 
operation increases the amount of electricity the member 
companies’ 25 hydroelectric dams on the Tomahawk and 
Wisconsin rivers would otherwise generate without the reser-
voir system. WVIC does not generate electricity at its dams. 
Reservoir operation conserves water, reduces flood flows 
by up to 50%, can double naturally-occurring low flow, and 
enhances water quality in the Tomahawk and Wisconsin rivers.

The Wisconsin River reservoir system provides 66,000 acres 
of water-based recreation opportunities for the public. Addi-
tionally, the river’s 430 miles of free-flowing and impounded 
stretches are a vast scenic and recreation resource freely open 
to the public.

WVIC Purpose and Legal Authority
The Wisconsin Legislature in 1907 granted WVIC a charter to 
organize and develop the Wisconsin River headwaters lakes 
and their tributary streams. The company’s purpose as stated 
in the charter is “...to produce as nearly a uniform flow of 
water as practicable in the Wisconsin and Tomahawk rivers by 
storing in reservoirs surplus water for discharge when water 
supply is low to improve the usefulness of the rivers for all 
public purposes and to reduce flood damage.” The company 
began with 16 natural lakes. Between 1922 and 1937, five 
more reservoirs including the Willow were constructed.

Because the Wisconsin River is a navigable waterway and 
reservoir operation contributes to interstate commerce, WVIC 
was required by the Federal Power Act to obtain a federal 
license for its operation. Under federal supremacy doctrine, 
WVIC’s FERC license takes precedence over the Wisconsin 
Legislative Charter. The license was renewed in 1996 for 30 
years.

Under the operation plan, the FERC license requires WVIC 
to operate the system of 21 headwaters reservoirs together 
as a whole to assure balance among the Wisconsin River 
resource’s benefits. Willow does not stand alone. It is one 
of WVIC’s five largest reservoirs that are operated daily to 
achieve flow goals at Merrill and Wisconsin Rapids. Flow goals 
consider the time of year and the amount of water in storage. 
The five reservoirs are operated to achieve balance in the 
amount of water in storage among them.

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources in this 
Master Plan accedes to FERC authority over WVIC’s opera-
tion of the Willow Flowage waterbody. The Master Plan, 
therefore, is applicable to management of the land the State 
of Wisconsin owns and not to the operation of the Willow 
waterbody.

History of Willow Flowage Protection
It has been the policy of WVIC and its member companies 
in the years since the Willow Flowage was constructed to 
protect its natural setting. From 1926 to 1958, WVIC owned 
the shoreline and acreage inland from the high water mark. 
When WVIC sold the land beyond the water for industrial 
forest purposes, it placed restrictive covenants in the deeds. 
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The covenants remain in force today and prohibit the construc-
tion of buildings or other structures along the shoreline and, 
in many cases, prohibit any use other than timber production 
and harvesting. The State of Wisconsin is bound by these 
covenants.

Willow Ownership
The Willow Flowage waterbody is a 6,392-acre storage reser-
voir operated by WVIC. In 2004, WVIC conveyed 6,114.6 acres 
of land at and below the Willow Flowage’s ordinary high water 
mark at elevation 1,529.35 NVGD (National Vertical Geodetic 
Datum) and 35.8 acres containing the two primary recreation 
sites on the reservoir to the Wisconsin Department of Natural 
Resources (WDNR). Since the land is in the Project boundary, 
FERC approval was needed prior to the transfer. WVIC’s 
justification to FERC advocating for the land to be transferred 
was that “management of the reservoir’s fish and wildlife 
resources and environmentally-sensitive areas would be better 
served by transferring fee-title ownership of these parcels to 
WDNR”.

Although the property was transferred to WDNR it remained 
within the FERC Project boundary. Also contained in the deed 
are specific rights retained by WVIC including flowage rights, 
responsibilities for cultural resource management and the right 
to perform its obligations on the Property pursuant to its FERC 
license. Further, FERC assigned WVIC the responsibility to 
assure the property is “managed in perpetuity only for public-
recreation and resource-protection purposes, consistent with 
the terms and conditions of the project license.”

WDNR and WVIC Cooperative Management
WDNR and WVIC have unique roles and responsibilities rela-
tive to the Willow Flowage. Through the Willow Flowage 
Scenic Water Area Master Plan, the WDNR will implement 
a multifaceted land-based resource stewardship program on 
behalf of the public. Under authority of FERC license, WVIC 
will continue implementation of required water-based opera-
tion, environmental, and recreation plans.

As the Willow Flowage Scenic Waters Area Master Plan is 
implemented, evaluated, and updated, WDNR will consult with 
WVIC to maintain clear understanding of each other’s manage-
ment roles, prevent violation of deed covenant restrictions, 
and, whenever and wherever possible, seek cooperation that 
will sustain a healthy resource long into the future.

* Information provided by Wisconsin Valley Improvement Company
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