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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Located in the southwest corner of Minnetonka near the intersection of Excelsior 
Blvd and County Road 101, Purgatory Park’s 155 acres of native prairie, dense 
woodlands and extensive wetlands make it the largest of the city’s five community 
parks. Expansive open spaces and over two miles of primary trails in the park offer 
scenic views of the park’s various ecological areas and provide a much-needed 
respite from the hustle-and-bustle of the Twin Cities Metro Area. In addition to its 
primary trails, Purgatory Park’s many informal footpaths and iconic site features 
(e.g.,. the Red Barn) provide an opportunity for visitors to explore and fully immerse 
themselves in nature without having to leave the metro area. For many years, the 
park has served as one of the primary social hubs of the surrounding area.

On any given day, no matter the weather, it is quite likely there will be a number of 
friendly park visitors with their loved ones or furry friends on the trails or in open 
spaces. However, Purgatory Park is considered a community preserve, which means 
that special emphasis is placed on protecting and restoring the park’s natural 
features (e.g., native prairies, woodlands, etc.). The city’s staff and volunteers work 
arduously to protect and preserve its natural features through various restoration 
efforts, including controlled burns, the removal of invasive plants, seeding and 
planting, and forestry mowing.
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THE BIG PICTURE

Developing a master plan for Purgatory 
Park was identified as a priority in the 
comprehensive Minnetonka Parks, Open 
Space, and Trail Plan (POST Plan) completed 
in 2022. This master plan is conceived of as a 
tool for city staff and administrators to use in 
evaluating and standardizing park features, 
developing realistic budgets, and utilizing 
resources effectively to make improvements 
to the park that align with its nature preserve 
classification while catering to the needs of 
all park users.

Historically, Purgatory Park has not had 
a master plan in place to guide decision 
making and provide direction for park 
improvements and operations. Additionally, 
the city does not have a dedicated “parks 
department” to manage their facilities, track 
expenses and allocate resources specifically 
for the upkeep of the park system. These 
resources have been managed by public 
works staff with the budgeting and tracking 

of park-related expenses combined with 
those of other public works projects and 
maintenance.

This plan is rooted in community input 
and considers both the quantitative and 
qualitative aspects of Purgatory Park. 
Extensive community outreach was 
undertaken to maximize stakeholder 
engagement in the process, providing 
citizens an opportunity to voice their needs, 
desires, and concerns around resource 
management and recreation in this well-
loved, and well-used park. This robust 
engagement effort included a project 
website, community-wide online survey, 
a well-attended open house to kickoff the 
project, and a series of ‘pop-up’ events 
designed to intercept residents and park 
users around the community and within the 
park itself. Full documentation of community 
feedback received is included in the 
appendix of this document.

A handful of key topics are considered in 
this plan, both in documenting existing 
conditions and proposing recommendations 
for improvement. These include:

•	 Site Circulation and Access
•	 Dogs in the Park
•	 The Red Barn Site
•	 Natural Resource Management
•	 Programming and Facilities
•	 Partnerships

Another key theme addressed in the plan 
recommendations section is the idea of 
‘sense of place’, or the intrinsic characteristics 
of Purgatory Park that make it unique and 
valued within the Minnetonka Park System. 
This plan strives to balance the varied 
concerns of all these topics to protect the 
integrity of this well-loved nature preserve 
park for generations to come.
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INTRODUCTION
Situated in the heart of Minnetonka, Purgatory Park - with its natural 
beauty and open spaces - is an urban oasis in the community and the 
greater Twin Cities Metro Area. At 155 acres in size, Purgatory Park 
offers visitors and residents plenty of space to immerse themselves in 
nature, where local flora and fauna flourish. For many years, the park’s 
wooded trails and landscapes have provided a tranquil escape from 
the busyness of city life; it’s no surprise that the park now functions as 
one of the community’s primary social hubs. 

Although the park’s name may raise some eyebrows, the experience 
it offers is far from purgatorial; many describe the park as a haven for 
contemplation and connection with nature and appreciate the work 
the city has done to conserve and protect it. Whether one is using 
the park’s primary or informal trails, observing local wildlife in the 
woodlands, or looking for a quiet spot to reflect, Purgatory Park is the 
place to be. 
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PURGATORY PARK - IN CONTEXT

HENNEPIN COUNTY CITY OF MINNETONKA

PURGATORY
PARK

HWY 7

I-394

St. Cloud

Moorhead
Duluth

Rochester

Minneapolis

St. Paul

Mankato

I-494
Purgatory Park is the largest of five 
community parks in the city of Minnetonka. 
Minnetonka is a western suburb of the Twin 
Cities with a population of 52,544 people 
(according to the most recent U.S. Census 
data). The city is located within Hennepin 
County and is home to many major corporate 
headquarters, including UnitedHealth 
Group, Carlson Companies and Cargill. 
Although Minnetonka is currently known for 
its thriving mix of diverse businesses, the 
land that makes up Minnetonka was once 
sacred land for the Dakota tribes, who used 
the area’s dense woods, open prairies and 
many lakes for hunting and fishing. Today, 
more than 20% of Minnetonka’s land area is 
made up of wetlands and lakes, and the city 
has over 50 parks, 100 miles of trails, and 
1,000 acres of natural public open spaces 
that offer residents and visitors many active 
and passive recreation opportunities to take 
advantage of. 

Since its creation and development, the city 
of Minnetonka has placed strong emphasis 
on protecting and preserving its natural 
resources, which have come to define the 
community’s distinct character. However, 
over the years, extensive agricultural use and 
urbanization have greatly altered the city’s 
natural resources by eliminating certain plant 
and animals species and degrading natural 
habitats for flora and fauna. Fortunately, city 
staff and volunteers have put an immense 

amount of time and energy into stopping the 
degradation of the city’s natural resources 
through various restoration efforts.

As mentioned, Purgatory Park, named 
after Purgatory Creek, is located within 
Minnetonka, just south of Hwy 7 and west of 
I-494. The park is surrounded on three sides 
by residential developments. Purgatory Park 
serves a special purpose in the community 
as a nature preserve, which is a protected 
area of importance for flora and fauna that 
is preserved and managed for conservation 
purposes. In Purgatory Park, visitors are 
allowed to use trails for walking, hiking and 
biking. They can also watch birds and wildlife, 
take photos and videos of the park’s natural 
features, and go shoeshoeing. However, 

similar to other city parks, visitors are not 
allowed to camp or create campfires, collect 
plants, animals, rocks or fossils, or host any 
organized athletic events. With its many 
acres of native prairie, dense woodlands 
and extensive wetlands, Purgatory Park is an 
important asset and regional destination in 
the community. The park falls within an area 
of wet prairie and oak savanna ecological 
communities and is therefore appropriately 
maintained by the city’s staff, as well as local 
volunteers. As recommended in the city’s 
Parks, Open Space and Trail (POST) System 
Plan, which supports and upholds the goals 
and objectives of the NRMP, conducting a 
master plan study for Purgatory Park (as well 
as other community parks) is an important 
next step for the city to take.
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THE PURPOSE

This master plan has been developed 
for use by the city to evaluate potential 
improvements to Purgatory Park, develop 
planning-level cost estimates of probable 
design and construction costs for those 
potential improvements, and identify 
and align resources effectively to make 
improvements to the park that caters to 
the needs of the community. During the 
production of the city’s POST System Plan, a 
number of priorities for the city’s park system 
were established. The highest priority issues/
themes outlined in the POST System Plan 
include:

•	 Rediscovering the creek (and other 		
important bodies of water)

•	 Connecting to nature
•	 Gathering and community building
•	 High-quality natural areas
•	 Environmental sustainability and 		

resiliency
•	 Connections to parks and trails

Another priority for the city that was 
outlined in the POST System Plan was the 
development of master plans for each 
of the city’s community parks, including 
Purgatory Park. This plan seeks to take 
into consideration the key takeaways and 
recommendations from the POST System 
Plan, as well as the city’s Natural Resources 
Master Plan and other past planning efforts, 
to inform design decisions. Similar to the 

POST System Plan and Natural Resources 
Master Plan, the development of this plan 
is rooted in community input and considers 
both the quantitative and qualitative aspects 
of the Minnetonka park system and the city’s 
natural resources.

During the development of this plan, special 
attention and focus was placed on the 
following topics:

•	 Sense of Place
•	 Dogs in the Park
•	 Trails
•	 Park Access
•	 Natural Resources
•	 and the Red Barn Site

Each of the topics listed above plays an 
important role in the functionality and 
success of Purgatory Park. Using these topics/
themes as a starting point, the ultimate 
goal of this plan is to identify and prioritize 
opportunities for improvement in Purgatory 
Park and to develop design standards for 
the park and future improvements. Taking 
into consideration the ever-evolving trends 
of park amenities and nature preserves, the 
recommendations and design standards 
included in this report will assist the city in 
making decisions pertaining to Purgatory 
Park’s facilities’ improvements. By adopting 
this plan, the city can proceed with 
progressing with initiatives that align with 

the recommendations herein, whenever 
practical. Similarly, evaluating and tracking 
the progress toward implementation will 
allow the city to evaluate when it is time for 
an update and/or to revisit certain goals.
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THE PROCESS

The city of Minnetonka administered a 
12-month planning process that began 
with an in-depth inventory and analysis of 
the amenities and facilities within Purgatory 
Park. This visual analysis documented park 
amenities, site furnishings, and notable site 
features, in addition to the general condition 
of these items at each location. Accessibility 
was evaluated by means of noting missing 
sidewalks or trails, pedestrian ramps, general 
condition of the pavement and noting any 
obstacles or physical barriers present.

Discussions with city staff were facilitated by 
the consultant team to better understand 
the history of park improvements and 
evaluate the existing conditions of each 
park throughout the community. Several 
community engagement events, including 
pop-up events both in and outside of 
Purgatory Park, gave the planning team 
insight into how community members and 
visitors use the park, as well as relevant 
information about changes affecting the city 
and park’s natural resources over the years.

Early in the planning process, community 
members were initially engaged through a 
community-wide input survey distributed 
online. Committee members circulated 
the survey over a 15 week period resulting 
in participation from over 600 community 
members. Input received through this 

process was evaluated by the project team to 
establish a list of recommendation priorities 
for each topic/theme pertaining to the park.

In order to provide a technically sound, 
user-friendly, and sustainable planning 
document for Purgatory Park, the planning 
team, made up of landscape architects and 
community engagement specialists, had 
many discussions with city staff and in-house 
technical experts to find solutions to issues 
affecting the park’s functionality, natural 
resources and aesthetic beauty. 

The planning team’s approach to this 
document is comprised of three overarching 
(and overlapping) phases, which are meant 
to provide a framework for a robust and 
resonant community engagement effort 
that is well integrated into the planning and 
design process. A summary of the key steps 
in the planning process are outlined to the 
right:

PHASE ONE: LAUNCH

•	 Includes tasks related to project 
kickoff, stakeholder analysis, 
existing conditions inventory and 
analysis

PHASE TWO: ENGAGE

•	 Includes tasks related to building 
consensus for the project 
vision, design guidelines, and 
implementation strategies

PHASE THREE: PLAN

•	 Includes production of the draft 
master plan documents, formal 
review, and finalizing deliverables
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PHASE 1
LAUNCH

PHASE 3
PLAN

PHASE 2
ENGAGE

2023 2024

MAR. MAR. MAYMAY AUG.JULY DEC.OCT. FEB. APR. JUNEAPR. JUNE NOV.SEPT. JAN.

Public Open House 
Held at Minnetonka 
Community Center

Park Pop Up 
Roving pop up in 
Purgatory Park

Project website
goes live

Community 
survey goes live 

Farmer’s
Market
Pop Up

Minnetonka Community 
Open House

Park Board
Presentation

Park Board
Presentation

Summerfest  
Pop Up

Park 
Inventory 
+ Field 
Review

Unmapped
Brewing
Pop Up

Community 
survey closes

City Council
Presentation

Project
Kickoff
Meeting

THE TIMELINE
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RELATED PLANNING STUDIES

PLANNING EFFORTS

There are a handful of past planning efforts 
that were considered during the creation of 
this report. Key plans, reports and standards 
that helped guide the development of this 
report, including the city’s Natural Resources 
Master Plan; Parks, Open Space and Trail 
(POST) System Plan; Capital Improvement 
Plan; Purgatory Park Habitat Restoration 
and Maintenance Plan, and the Exterior Sign 
Design & Standards.

For the past few years, the city’s staff has 
engaged in a long restoration process within 
the park - turning farmland back into prairie, 
performing controlled burns and eliminating 
invasive species (like buckthorn) that 
continue to choke out the native oaks, maples 
and basswoods in the woodland areas. These 
restoration efforts have been guided by 
the Purgatory Park Habitat Restoration and 
Maintenance Plan, which identifies target 
ecological communities for restoration and 
outlines a plan for invasive species control, 
planting strategies with species lists, cost 
estimates, continued maintenance steps for 
each ecological community in the park, and 
a phasing strategy with recommendations for 
prioritizing areas. Additionally, the city just 
revised their park signage standards and will 
update existing signage accordingly.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM RELATED PLANNING STUDIES

•	 Natural Resources Master Plan
	» Improve the quality of habitat in 

Minnetonka parks and open spaces
	» Create more resilient and 

sustainable ecological systems 
while still providing benefits to the 
community

	» Manage and improve the 
community forest ecosystem on 
both public and private lands, 
including natural woodlands 
and the altered ecosystem of the 
traditional managed landscape

	» Engage the public to support 
ecological restoration and 
management on public property

	» Protect, diversify and expand the 
existing high quality ecological 
communities

•	 POST System Plan
	» Advance environmental 

sustainability and resiliency 
by supporting environmental 
stewardship and conservation

	» Provide connections to parks, 
trails and programs by improving 
accessibility to park features and 
reducing physical and financial 
barriers to entry

	» Promote community health and 
wellness by providing a diversity 
of quality facilities and parks, open 
spaces and trails

	» Promote equity and inclusion by 
supporting all users, celebrating 
diversity and embracing 
inclusiveness

	» Support excellence and innovation 
by providing a variety of innovative, 
new or improved active and passive 
park amenities and programs

•	 Capital Improvement Program 
(2024-2028)
	» CIP Priorities (within the constraints 

of limited resources) include:
*	 Meeting legal mandates 

regarding public health and 
safety

*	 Maintaining and improving 
efficiency of existing systems 
by coordinating with related 
projects

*	 Expanding existing and new 
services, as well as community 
betterment

*	 Promoting sustainability and 
natural resources

	» Identifies $140 million in potential 
capital improvements
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HOW TO USE THE PLAN

This master plan is organized into seven 
sections, which include:

•	 01: Executive Summary
•	 02: Introduction
•	 03: Inventory + Analysis
•	 04: Community Engagement
•	 05: Plan Recommendations
•	 06: Design Standards
•	 07: Appendix

The contents of this park master plan are 
meant to provide a 15 to 20-year road 
map for planning and implementing park 
improvements in Purgatory Park. It also 
includes park inventory data, community 
input summary, analysis of all collected data, 
and recommendations and implementation 
strategies for Purgatory Park’s open spaces, 
natural resources and trails. Also included are 
descriptions of why the recommendations 
found herein are relevant to the growth of 
Purgatory Park’s amenities and facilities.

Each section of this report is color-coded 
for easy navigation. The sections that 
follow cover community demographics 
and background information, an in-depth 
inventory and analysis process, community 
engagement information, improvement 
recommendations for future implementation, 
and a series of design standards for park 
managers to utilize in future park projects.

01: Executive Summary
	» Provides an overview of the 

plan’s vision, guiding principles, 
goals, and objectives

02: Introduction
	» Dives into important background 

information about Minnetonka, 
Purgatory Park, and the planning 
process and outcomes

03: Inventory + Analysis
	» Provides an overview of the 

park’s open spaces, natural 
resources and trails, as well as 
their current condition

	» Highlights issues with the park 
and trail system and discusses 
opportunities for improvement

04: Community Engagement
	» Highlights important information 

from in-person meetings, pop-
up events, and the community 
survey

05: Plan Recommendations
	» Establishes improvement 

recommendations, goals, and 
initiatives to achieve the mission and 
vision of the master plan

	» Discusses implementation priorities 
and phasing strategies

06: Design Standards
	» Establishes the recommendations 

for standard materials, construction 
details and policy language to be 
used as a user manual for park 
managers to consult on

07: Appendix
	» Includes online community survey 

results
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0303
INVENTORY + ANALYSIS
An inventory of Purgatory Park’s existing facilities, and its natural resources was 
completed in April of 2023. This on-site review of the park’s existing features 
aided in establishing an understanding of the park’s amenities, the condition of 
its various facilities, and identifying deficiencies within the park. Throughout the 
planning process, the project team referenced this information to make informed 
decisions and recommendations about the future of Purgatory Park.

A thorough analysis of information gathered during the on-site view, was 
combined with feedback collected through a robust community engagement 
process and meetings with City staff, to identify issues and opportunities that 
should be considered as future park improvements are undertaken. For more 
information on the recommendations derived from this analysis, see Section 5.
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The Purgatory Park master planning process 
began in March 2023. A critical step in this 
process was on site review and investigation 
of the park to better understand its existing 
conditions, issues and opportunities. Project 
team members conducted an on-site review 
with city staff on April 10, 2023. During this 
site visit, investigation focused on a variety of 
key topics related to the park, including site 
circulation and park access, dogs in the park, 
the iconic Red Barn, natural resources and 
vegetative management, programming and 
facilities, and existing and potential future 
partnerships in the community.

This section of the report documents on-site 
observations and discussions related to the 
existing condition of park features, as well as 
an analysis of the data gathered during the 
inventory.

1.	SITE CIRCULATION + 
PARK ACCESS

There are many ways to access and 
move through Purgatory Park, whether 
it be by foot, by bike, or by car. In 
this section, we will discuss existing 
pedestrian circulation, vehicular 
circulation, park access points and 
connections, and parking in the park.

2.	DOGS IN THE PARK
Purgatory Park has become a popular 
location for off-leash dog-walking 
over the years. However, issues with 
off-leash dogs in the park warrants 
further consideration of the topic. In this 
section, we will highlight the current 
policies and practices surrounding dogs 
and some of the existing issues and 
opportunities related to off-leash dogs 
in the park. 

3.	THE RED BARN
The Red Barn has always been an iconic 
landmark at the edge of Purgatory Park. 
With the city’s recent acquisition of this 
property, new opportunities and uses 
for the Red Barn site will need to be 
investigated. This section will address 
the existing condition and structural 
issues with the building, as well as 
potential alternate uses for the Red Barn 
site.

4.	NATURAL RESOURCES 
+ VEGETATIVE 
MANAGEMENT

Over the last several years, the 
Minnetonka Natural Resources staff 
and park volunteers have worked hard 
to develop the Purgatory Park Habitat 
Restoration and Maintenance Plan, 
which provides a restoration vision for 
the park. In this section, we will touch 
on the existing ecology of the area, 
target plant communities and active 
restoration areas/zones, wildlife and 
habitat, and other projects (related to 
natural resources) to consider.

5.	PROGRAMMING + 
FACILITIES

As Purgatory Park sees an uptick in 
usage, it will be important to consider 
establishing new programming and 
facilities in the park. This section will 
also highlight “special places” in 
Purgatory Park that make it particularly 
unique.

6.	PARTNERSHIPS
In this section, we will discuss both 
existing and potential (future) 
partnerships between the city and other 
stakeholder groups for implementing 
and maintaining park improvements.

OVERVIEW
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INVENTORY AND ANALYSIS MAP

Picnic shelter 
is adequate

Restroom building is functional

Dog conflict area

Existing trail underpass; 
may need to be replaced / 

extended to accommodate 
proposed Excelsior Blvd trail

Entry signage to be updated 
per new city standards

Red Barn and outbuildings

Overlook area with telescope

Trail sits low and is frequently flooded; 
located right on property line

Informal access and parking

Inner Loop Trail

Scenic Heights Dr

Excelsior Blvd

South Leg Trail

Old residence clearing

Old residence clearing

Inner Loop Trail

North Leg Trail
Community Gardens

Minnetonka Library

Main parking lot is undersized 
for parking demand 
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activity causing erosion

Scenic Heights Elementary

School forest access point
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Benches along trail set too 
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Current trail buffer 
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Access Point
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Low quality woodland requiring 
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Significant erosion 
along bridge

Old bridge abutment 
landmark / mural wall

Overflow parking along 
drive creates safety 

concerns

Parking lot drainage issues. 
Ice build-up in winter causes 
pedestrian safety concerns

Drainage issues at low point  
and storm sewer outlet

Significant erosion along creek; stream 
stabilization project is underway

Steel pedestrian bridge w/ wood 
decking in good condition

High point

Dog conflicts most often occur when footpaths 
are too close to primary trail segments
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INVENTORY + ANALYSIS | 2024 19



1. SITE CIRCULATION + PARK ACCESS

SITE CIRCULATION 
Purgatory Park offers two types of trails for 
visitors to use: primary trails and informal 
trails that make up an extensive and well 
used trail network that extends throughout 
the park. These trail types are summarized 
below, and on the table on the following 
page.

Primary trails within the park include 
approximately 2.2 total miles of trail, and are 
surfaced with crushed limestone or (in hilly/
steep-sloped areas) asphalt pavement. The 
system is made up of an inner loop, with 
segments extending out from this loop on 
the north and south ends of the park. These 
trails are typically 10’ wide with a mown 
buffer of around 4’, though some variation 
exists, with some trails widening due to 
users migrating off trail, and maintenance 
practices. For the most part, the park’s 
primary trails are well maintained and easy 
to navigate, although some segments are 
starting to show signs of wear and tear due 
to usage, erosion and off-leash dog walking. 
While on-site, observed uses on these trails 
included jogging/running, walking (both 
human and canine), and biking.

Informal trails within the park are typically 
unpaved footpaths of varying lengths and 
widths that extend out from the primary 
trail system. These trails have varying levels 
of difficulty throughout the park, and are 

often located along steep slopes, in wetland 
areas or in densely wooded areas. The 
informal trail system is vast, and in many 
locations, somewhat redundant, with multiple 
routes leading to the same destinations.  
Maintenance on these trails is limited, 
focused on controlling erosion, and selective 
repairs to the trail surface. These trails tend 
to be popular with park visitors, and several 
people were encountered walking their dogs. 
Signage placed throughout the informal trail 
system indicates off-trail biking is prohibited. 
No cyclists were observed on the trails while 
on-site, but tire impressions were seen in 
various locations.

PARK ACCESS 
There are several ways to access Purgatory 
Park, but most visitors choose to use the 
main entrance road (south/off of Excelsior 
Boulevard) or Stodola Road (just south of 
Scenic Heights Elementary School and west 
of Scenic Heights Drive) to find parking and 
enter the park. Other commonly used access 
points include:

•	 the cul-de-sac at the end of Nantucket 
Road, the school forest, and the primary 
trail southwest of the park

•	 as well as entry points just east of Bell 
Circle, at the end of 55th Street W, and 
at the intersection of Spring Lane and 
Jennifer Lane

The primary entrance includes two paved 

off-street parking lots that are often at 
capacity, regardless of the time of day, with 
five parking stalls near the intersection of 
Excelsior Boulevard and the main entrance 
road, and 19 parking stalls (18 standard 
stalls, 1 handicap-accessible stall) in the 
main parking lot at the end of the main 
entrance road. Visitors to the park also use 
the cul-de-sac at the end of Stodola Road 
for parking, although it is not a formalized 
parking lot and is quite small. Many visitors 
park along side streets (especially Stodola 
Road) and the main entrance road, causing 
some congestion and safety concerns within 
the park and in surrounding residential 
neighborhoods.

In keeping with the nature preserve 
designation of Purgatory Park, site furnishings 
and other structures are kept to a minimum. 
A handful of interpretive and informational 
entry signs exist throughout Purgatory 
Park, highlighting the current off-leash dog 
ordinance and various restoration efforts. 
This signage will be updated in the future per 
newly adopted city parks signage standards. 

Off-trail biking signage
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PRIMARY USES

•	 Hiking, dog walking

TYPICAL TRAIL EXPERIENCE

•	 Natural, unmodified surfacing; trails traverse through 
heavily wooded, prairie, and wetland areas

TREAD + TRAFFIC FLOW

•	 Narrow and rough tread; few or no allowances for 
passing native materials

OBSTACLES (PRESENT)

•	 Variety of grade change; vegetation may encroach into 
trailway

TYPICAL TRAIL EXPERIENCE

•	 Trails traverse native prairie, mown lawn, and wetlands 
and are generally in proximity to park facilities

TREAD + TRAFFIC FLOW

•	 Wide and relatively smooth tread; width should 
accommodate two-lane travel; typically hardened

OBSTACLES (NOT PRESENT)

•	 Minimal grade change; vegetation must be cleared 
outside of trailway

PRIMARY USES

•	 Hiking, cycling, walking, jogging, dog walking

GENERAL TRAIL CLASSIFICATIONS

Primary Trails Informal Trails
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2. DOGS IN THE PARK

EXISTING REGULATIONS + 
ON-SITE OBSERVATIONS
Dogs are more than welcome in Purgatory 
Park, as long as their owners adhere to 
the city’s ordinances and regulations 
about when it is appropriate for them to 
be on- and off-leash. According to the city 
of Minnetonka’s current park regulations, 
dogs are allowed on improved trails; 
maintained turf areas other than athletic 
fields; unimproved and unmaintained 
areas; and parking lots. When on 
improved trails, maintained turf areas or 
in parking lots, dogs must be kept on a 
leash no longer than six feet in length. 
Unless otherwise signed, dogs may be 
off-leash within areas of a park that are 
unimproved or unmaintained, provided 
the person responsible for the dog is 
within sight at all times, with a maximum 
of two unleashed dogs, and they can 
demonstrate that the dog will respond to 
the person’s voice command on the first 
command given. No person will allow a 
dog to disturb, harass, or interfere with 
any park visitor, a park visitor’s property or 
a park employee.

During our site visit, the planning team 
observed several signs in the park that 
reiterated the park’s policies regarding 

dogs. For the most part, these rules are 
followed, but there have been safety 
incidents with off-leash dogs that may 
warrant changes to the park’s policies in 
the future. The planning team observed 
many off-leash dogs in the areas depicted 
on the next page (just south of the main 
parking lot, in wetland areas, and near 
the creek and pre-fabricated bridge in 
the southern portion of the park) while 
performing the site inventory. Although 
off-leash dogs are allowed in some 
of Purgatory Park’s open spaces per 
city ordinance, there are concerns that 
dogs are too hard on the park’s natural 
resources, including its wetland and 
creek areas, woodlands and grasslands, 
as well as some park amenities. Because 
of Purgatory Park’s status as a nature 
preserve - and because it is the largest 
of the city’s five community parks - its 
wetlands, creek, woodlands, and prairies 
must be protected and preserved so that 
future generations of visitors can enjoy the 
park’s beauty and natural features.

Pet waste receptacles (Mutt Mitt 
dispensers) are available in several 
locations along the primary trail. City 
ordinance requires visitors with dogs to 
pick up after their pets in any natural and 
formal areas [City Ordinance 845.010. 

Public Nuisances Affecting Peace, Safety, 
and General Welfare]. Currently, there are no 
fenced-in off-leash dog areas in Purgatory 
Park. There are, however, ecologically 
degraded areas of the park that are not 
currently serving an important ecological 
function. These areas,  where buckthorn and 
other invasive plants have formed dense 
thickets, crowded out native plants, and 
displaced native shrubs and small trees, may 
have potential as future off-leash dog areas 
for park visitors to utilize.

High-use off-leash dog area
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3. THE RED BARN

THE HISTORY OF THE RED 
BARN SITE 
The Red Barn has been a prominent 
landmark in the city of Minnetonka for quite 
some time. Located just east of the main 
entrance road to the park, the Red Barn site 
(a 1.23 acre property) functioned as part of 
the Westburg farm many years ago. In the 
early 2000s, the residents approved a $15 
million referendum to fund parks renewal 
and open space preservation. As a result, 
the Red Barn site was identified by the Open 
Space Preservation Task Force as a “property 
warranting preservation.” 

Although the property was approved for 
acquisition by the City Council in January 
2013, the property has not been utilized as a 
park amenity and is not open to the public. 
A recently-conducted structural analysis of 
the barn showed significant issues that may 
make it difficult to preserve or modify the 
existing structure. Based on that analysis 
and general interest from the community, 
new opportunities for the site should be 
considered.

On the western edge of the Red Barn site 
(just east of the main entrance road), there is 
a concrete bridge abutment that supported 
a bridge that carried the Minneapolis-to-
Excelsior streetcar line over Purgatory Creek. 
The bridge abutment has been tagged with 

graffiti over the years but is still considered 
an important landmark in the park.

FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS
Through the outreach process, concepts 
such as a ‘Climate and Nature Center’ have 
been identified and generally supported by 
survey results. A nature center would align 
with the park’s goals of educating visitors 
and showcase opportunities for smart 
landscaping and even climate-smart building 
strategies.

Adjacent to the Red Barn site and Purgatory 
Park, the City is currently working with 
consultants to study redesign of Excelsior 
Boulevard. Preliminary plans for the corridor 
identify a regional trail connection being 
constructed along Excelsior Blvd. To support 
this trail and provide additional amenities 
within Purgatory Park, there has been 
discussion of development of a potential 
trailhead facility on the site, as well as 
additional parking for trail and park users.

Existing Red Barn structure

Red Barn from Excelsior Blvd

Existing bridge abutment

INVENTORY + ANALYSIS | 2024 24



4. NATURAL RESOURCES + VEGETATIVE MANAGEMENT

NATURAL RESOURCES 
In 2021, the city completed a Natural 
Resources Master Plan, which aimed 
to set community-wide direction and 
priorities for their Natural Resources 
Division. The plan not only touches on the 
benefits of improving and maintaining 
natural resources in Minnetonka, but also 
outlines goals and strategies that can 
be used to help protect those natural 
resources. The Natural Resources Master 
Plan was referenced by the planning team 
throughout the master planning process.

Documentation in the Natural Resources 
plan, and the Purgatory Park Habitat 
Restoration and Maintenance Plan 
(completed in 2022) shows the most 
prominent ecological communities 
in Purgatory Park include wet prairie 
and oak savanna. On-site observation 
confirmed this, and discussions with city 
staff provided insights on maintenance 
and restoration practices that are active 
and ongoing in the park, including 
forestry mowing to thin undergrowth and 
invasive species establishment in forested 
areas, and the prescribed burning of 
unwanted and invasive plant material in 
prairie areas.

A variety of wildlife were observed within 
the park, including birds, deer, small 
rodents and other critters. Bluebird houses 
have been placed throughout the park 
in strategic locations to offer nesting 
opportunities.

VEGETATIVE 
MANAGEMENT
One of the most significant challenges 
to natural resources in Purgatory Park 
is buckthorn. The city and volunteers 
continuously remove buckthorn within 
the park’s woodland areas to allow for 
more sunlight and less competition for 
resources. This process benefits tough 
and deer-resistant native woodland 
species, among other things. The Natural 
Resources Master Plan notes that bare 
soils, re-sprouting buckthorn, and garlic 
mustard pose a threat to the park’s natural 
resources if they’re not regularly managed.

Several ongoing uses and projects 
have the potential to impact Purgatory 
Park’s natural resources in coming years, 
including:

•	 off-leash dog traffic and in primary trails 
that can trample existing vegetation, 
and spread invasive species seeds

•	 Reconstruction of Excelsior Boulevard 
and its encroachment into the park

•	 the replacement of the Xcel utility poles 
and other utilities throughout the park

•	 the Purgatory Creek restoration project

•	 Future redevelopment of the Red Barn 
site

Forestry mowing

Prescribed burns
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NATURAL RESOURCES MAP
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PARK PROGRAMMING
The popularity of hiking, walking/jogging, 
and off-leash dog use in Purgatory Park has 
begun to take a toll on the park’s amenities 
and facilities. With this increased usage, 
the city must create a plan to protect the 
ecological integrity and natural beauty of the 
park while still allowing residents/visitors to 
use the park in the ways they’d like.

Most of the recreation available at Purgatory 
Park is relatively active but informal. Folks 
love to walk, jog, run, bike, and hike on the 
South Leg trail, North Leg trail, and Inner 
Loop trail. Because dogs are allowed off-
leash (except when on primary trails and in 
parking lots), dog walking has also become 
a popular use in Purgatory Park. However, so 
many informal trails (or foot paths) have been 
created in the park over the last several years 
that programming in some spaces is not as 
clear as others.

The park also offers a variety of passive 
programming options. Some of the wooded 
areas within Purgatory Park are great for 
hammocking (e.g., woodland areas), while 
other portions of the park (e.g., open spaces) 
are perfect for picnicking, resting and quiet 
reflection. The diverse landscape features in 
Purgatory Park also offer opportunities for 
foraging and bird watching. Additionally, 
there are a few overlooks, high points, and 
other special places in the park that provide 
expansive vistas and viewsheds for park 
visitors to enjoy.

EXISTING PARK FACILITIES
Most of Purgatory Park’s existing facilities are 
in good working condition. The restroom 
building and picnic shelter near the main 
parking lot, for example, are well-used, 
require minimal maintenance, and are not in 
immediate need of replacement or repairs.

Besides the restroom and shelter building 
near the main parking lot, the park also 
includes both memorial benches and trees 
just off the primary trail. The memorial 
benches are often set back on disconnected 
concrete or gravel pads at a different 
grade than the adjacent trails, making 
them inaccessible to some users. Similarly, 
memorial trees are unmarked and often 
varieties that do not align with the ecological 
goals of the park. There were also several 
waste receptacles throughout the park, for 
both general and pet waste, although more 
may be needed to reduce littering.

There are a few facilities in Purgatory Park that 
could use updating. One such example is the 
wooden pedestrian bridge located closest 
to the main parking lot. During our site visit, 
we noticed significant erosion occurring 
along the sides of the bridge that may affect 
its longevity. Section 6 of this master plan 
includes proposed design standards for 
primary and informal trails, as well as other 
site features, that may be helpful for park 
managers to use in the future.

5. PROGRAMMING + FACILITIES

Park visitors walking on a primary trail

Informal trail in wooded area

Family running over timber bridge
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EXISTING PARTNERSHIPS
Over the years, Purgatory Park has gone 
through many transformations. Although 
the land was originally used for farming 
and grazing by settlers, Purgatory Park 
has since become an incredibly special 
asset to the city of Minnetonka and its 
residents. It wasn’t until the 1960s that 
neighborhood developments began 
to fill in spaces surrounding the park. 
Not long after those spaces were filled, 
several partnerships began to form to 
protect and preserve this valued green 
space.

Since 1969, the Riley Purgatory Bluff 
Creek Watershed District (RPBCWD) 
has worked hard to protect, manage 
and restore local water resources on the 
watersheds of Riley, Purgatory, and Bluff 
Creeks. With Purgatory Creek flowing 
directly through Purgatory Park, the 
RPBCWD has played in important role in 
preserving the park’s water resources.

The Friends of Purgatory Park “is a group 
of regular park visitors passionate about 
the natural beauty and diversity of wildlife 
found within the park boundaries.” For 
years, the Friends of Purgatory Park have 
worked with the city to restore the prairie 
remnant and maintain the bluebird boxes 

placed throughout the park. They are 
involved in many other initiatives and will 
continue to be a valuable partner to the 
park for years to come.

The Minnetonka Climate Initiative (MCI), 
a volunteer organization started by high 
school students who want to “take positive 
action to mitigate the worst effects of 
climate change” in their community, hopes 
to partner with the city to create plans 
for a “Climate Change Nature Center” 
on the Red Barn site, as mentioned 
previously in this section. Back in 2019, 
the MCI advocated for the creation of 
a climate action and adaptation plan 
(CAAP) in Minnetonka, which would lay 
the groundwork for how the community 
can decrease greenhouse gas emissions, 
protect the environment, and prepare for 
future climate impacts. Partially because 
of the MCI’s advocacy toward climate 
change, the city is finalizing a CAAP plan 
in 2024.

POTENTIAL PARTNERSHIPS
In addition to local community groups, 
there are two elementary schools nearby 
that Purgatory Park could partner with 
more frequently. They include Scenic 
Heights Elementary School (just east 
of Purgatory Park) and Clear Springs 

6. PARTNERSHIPS

Elementary School (just west of Purgatory 
Park). Scenic Heights Elementary School has 
a unique “school forest” adjacent to the park 
with outdoor classrooms and informational 
signage and a trail that connects directly to 
Purgatory Park’s Inner Loop trail. Additionally, 
the Minnetonka Library (just north of the 
park) could be a potential partner to engage 
with for programming in the park in the 
future.

Friends of Purgatory Park
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0404
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
No one knows the community better than the members who live 
in it each day.
 
In order to gain knowledge of the area and better understand 
the issues facing Purgatory Park, and opportunities for 
enhancement, community engagement tools were a critical part 
of the Park Master Planning process. A two-fold engagement 
strategy was utilized by the team that included both online and 
in-person enagement opportunities in an attempt to maximize 
feedback. Tools used include formal open house meetings, pop-
up events at various community gatherings, an online survey, 
and online community comment forum. 

The feedback gathered from the community was vital to the 
recommendations made by the planning team. The following 
section will cover how the community was engaged and what 
feedback was collected throughout this process. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT | 2024 29



OVERVIEW OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

COORDINATION WITH CITY 
STAFF
With an invigorated interest in completing 
park master plan documents to help guide 
the future of their community parks, the city 
decided to prioritize the development of 
this plan in 2023. Throughout the master 
planning process, the planning team has 
worked closely with city staff in the overall 
development of the plan, as they have been 
able to provide local expertise on the park, 
highlight potential deficiencies, and guide 
outcomes of the project (in conjunction with 
input collected through public engagement).

There were several meetings with members 
of the city staff during the development of 
this master plan. These meetings focused 
on topics ranging from existing conditions 
in the parks to potential improvement 
recommendations for the park.

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT 
EVENTS
During the development of the park system 
master plan, the planning team held a variety 
of in-person engagement events, including 
an open house, pop-up engagement events 
in the park, and pop-up engagement events 
around Minnetonka. In total the planning 
team held six in-person engagement events 
in the Minnetonka community.

COMMUNITY SURVEY
The planning team launched the Purgatory 
Park Master Plan survey to the community 
of Minnetonka in July, 2023. The survey 
was live for approximately four months and 
was accessible online through a shareable 
web link. While the survey was live, city 
staff and the planning team spread the 
word throughout the city. Over six hundred 
participants provided input through the 
community survey.

In order to better understand the 
participants, the survey started by asking 
a series of introductory questions relating 
to participant demographics. A series of 
questions pertaining to dogs in the park, the 
red barn site, natural resources, trails, parking 
and park access, and special places within 
the park followed.

The following pages provide a summary 
of the community input received from the 
community survey and various in-person 
engagement events. A full report of results 
from both surveys can be found in the 
appendix of this plan.

ENGAGEMENT AT A GLANCE

ENGAGEMENT TIMELINE

JUNE - OCT. 
2023

624
SURVEY RESPONSES

6
IN-PERSON  

ENGAGEMENT EVENTS

1,000+
WRITTEN COMMENTS
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HOW OFTEN PEOPLE VISIT PURGATORY PARK

15%

19%
15%

33%

1%

A few times 
a year

A couple 
times a week

Once a 
week

More than 
three times
a week

Visit other parks

17% Once a 
month

MOST POPULAR REASONS FOR
VISITING PURGATORY PARK

64%
Walking

Bird Watching

15%

55%
Dog Walking

24%
Hiking

16%
Biking

FACTORS THAT DISCOURAGE PARK USAGE
17%Condition of Trails

12%Safety Concerns

18%Available Amenities

9%Condition of Amenities

47%Presence of Off-Leash Dogs

36%Other - Write In

Most common write in reasons were:
Dog Waste • Cyclist Presence • Icy Conditions • Lack of Youth Activities
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TYPICAL MODE OF 
TRANSPORTATION 

TO PURGATORY PARK

TYPICAL TRAVEL DISTANCES TO VISIT PARK

55% 2-5
Miles 40% 5%0-1

Miles
5+
Miles

By automobile
64%

By bicycle
7%

By walking
29%

1 2 3Primary Entrance 
(Public parking off of 
Excelsior Blvd)

North Trail Extension 
(Excelsior Underpass)

Stodola Road 
Trail Access

MOST FREQUENTLY USED PARK ACCESS POINTS

Feel there are 
enough primary 
trails in the park

Walk their dog(s) 
in the park

88%60%

Feel the park is 
in good physical 
condition or better
(29% Excellent, 56% Good)

Use the parks 
primary trails

Feel there are 
enough benches 
at the park

85%

56%

82%
Feel there 
are adequate 
parking options

67%
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Somewhat DisagreeStrongly Agree Somewhat Agree Strongly Disagree

The City of Minnetonka’s off-leash dog 
ordinance should be changed to not 

allow dogs to run off-leash in parks

The off-leash park rules are 
appropriate and should  

not be changed

Purgatory Park should have a fenced 
in off-leash dog area

There are adequate dog waste 
receptacles in the park

Off-leash dogs are a safety  
concern in the park

49%14%14%23%

19%15%17%49%

36%16%19%29%

13%33%36%18%

40%17%19%24%

61 written comments to support this

106 written comments to support this

65 written comments to support this

53 written comments to support this

138 written comments to support this

42 written comments to support this

61%

28%

36%48%

19% 17%

TOP USES FOR THE RED BARN SITE

Such as an environmental, climate, 
or nature center*

PUBLIC 
FACILITY

TRAIL 
HEAD

PICNIC 
SPACE

NATURE 
PLAYGROUND

FENCED IN 
DOG AREA

ADDITIONAL 
PARKING

* 32 written comments in support of use as a Public Facility (Environmental, Climate, or Nature Center)
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Picnic Shelters

Other - Write In

Nature Playground

Interpretive Signage

Art Installations

WHAT SHOULD BE ADDED TO THE PARK THAT IS CURRENTLY MISSING

ENGAGEMENT EVENT TIMELINE

Most common write in answers were:
Nature Center • Dog Waste Receptacles/Trash Cans • Fenced Off-Leash Dog Area • Playground • Educational & Way-finding Signage

Public Open House 
Held at Minnetonka 
Community Center

Farmers Market 
Pop Up

Minnetonka Community 
Projects Open House

Park Pop Up 
Roving pop up in 
Purgatory Park

Project website goes live
Community 
survey goes live 

Community  
survey closes

2023
JUNE AUG. OCT.JULY SEPT.

Summerfest  
Pop Up

Unmapped 
Brewing Pop Up
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POPULAR AREAS OF COMMENT

Approximately 460 comments about dogs in the park were 

received

Approximately 30 comments about parking and park access 

were received

Approximately 64 comments about natural resources in the 

park were received

Approximately 129 comments about trails in the park were 

received

Approximately 66 comments about special places and 

facilities in the park were received

Approximately 79 comments about the red barn site were 

received

Dogs in the Park

Parking & Park Access

Natural Resources

Trails

Special Places

Red Barn Site
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Pop-up event at Minnetonka’s  Farmer’s MarketPop-up event at Unmapped Brewery

Roving in the park Pop-up board post-it resultsCommunity open house event

ENGAGING WITH THE COMMUNITY
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05
PLAN RECOMMENDATIONS
The recommended improvement strategies for Purgatory Park were derived from 
community input, feedback from city staff and members of the Park Board, and 
an in-depth inventory and analysis of the park’s natural resources and existing 
amenities. The recommended improvements outlined in this section are meant 
to provide a comprehensive approach to preserving, restoring, and enhancing 
Purgatory Park; additionally, they are meant to supplement and support the 
recommendations already established in the POST System Plan, Natural Resources 
Master Plan, the Capital Improvement Plan, the Purgatory Park Habitat Restoration 
and Maintenance Plan and the city’s park signage standards. It is intended that the 
following improvements will be phased and prioritized, depending on available 
funding and partnership opportunities within the community. It should be noted 
that each recommended improvement/project will require additional exploration 
and design to refine project scoping and cost expectations.
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PARK
IMPROVEMENT 
TOPICS

Several key topic areas emerged though the 
master planning process and discussions 
with various stakeholder groups including 
city staff, the public, and park users. These 
topic areas include: Sense of Place, Dogs in 
the Park, Park Circulation and Access (both 
vehicular and pedestrian), the Red Barn Site.

Throughout the planning process, the 
planning team used these categories 
to identify and prioritize recommended 
improvements to the park. These 
recommendations are organized into 
three categories including short-term 
(improvements slated to occur within 1-2 
years), mid-term (improvements slated 
to occur within 3-5 years, and long-term 
(improvements slated to happen within 5+ 
years). Recommendations range in scale and 
magnitude from site specific interventions 
aimed at addressing on-site concerns and 
conditions, to the undertaking of more in 
depth study of planning and policy related 
items like off leash dog ordinances.

1.	SENSE OF PLACE
Although Purgatory Park already has 
a well-established sense of place, it is 
important to continue to build upon it 
in order to preserve the park’s cultural 
and historical significance and promote 
ecological integrity and resilience.

2.	DOGS IN THE PARK
With the safety and wellbeing of both 
visitors and their furry friends in mind, 
recommendations for further discussion 
and studies on the topic will explore 
potential outcomes and outline a path 
forward for this important issue.

3.	PARK ACCESS - 
PEDESTRIAN TRAILS

As Purgatory Park continues to evolve, 
park access points, trail conditions, 
park circulation and appropriate 
wayfinding signage must be taken into 
consideration. This section will include 
a series of recommendations aimed at 
improving the pedestrian experience on 
both primary and informal trails.

4.	PARK ACCESS - 
VEHICULAR

With limited parking available on-site, 
the city will need to consider options for 
improving vehicular access to the park, 
whether that be through the study of 
currently popular informal parking areas 
or the expansion of the main parking 
facility.

5.	THE RED BARN SITE
The future of the Red Barn site is still 
to be determined. In the near future, 
the city will need to decide if potential 
site uses including community-focused 
amenities should be pursued as the site 
is incorporated into the park’s footprint.
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1. SENSE OF PLACE

I love that the identity 
of the park is centered 

around its natural features, 
like Purgatory Creek and its 

lush wetlands! 

The variety of terrain and 
plant communities in the 
park make it feel intimate, 

open and wild. I also 
love using the trails and 

bringing my dog(s) on my 
adventures within the park.

Purgatory Park feels 
removed from the city 

because of its expansive 
interior open spaces and 

the woodlands/residences 
that surround it.

Throughout the community engagement 
phase, the planning team received feedback 
regarding the special places and experiences 
that define the unique character of Purgatory 
Park. The large scale of the park, along with 
its classification and protection as a nature 
preserve, provides a chance to fully immerse 
oneself in nature. A lack of built features in 
combination with densely wooded edges 
reinforce this feeling of remoteness. The 
dynamic terrain offers a variety of different 
zones or ‘outdoor rooms’, with low wetland 
expanses, high prairie vistas, and wooded 

COMMUNITY FEEDBACK

ridges. Visitors primarily experience 
Purgatory Park’s varied landscape through 
a densely braided system of intimate hiking 
trails, with creek crossings and memorial 
benches offering a moment to pause and 
reflect on the place.

The preservation and enhancement of this 
unique character should be integral to all 
future park improvements. Potential impacts 
and opportunities should be considered 
alongside other recommendations of this 
master plan, such as visual impressions from 
parking expansion, or the locating of new 

RECOMMENDATIONS

SHORT-TERM

•	 Protect and reinforce designation 
as a nature preserve

•	 Adopt design standards

MID-TERM

•	 Expand interpretive features 
throughout the park

LONG-TERM

•	 Recognize and enhance ‘special 
places’ and scenic views

signage and memorial trees. A few specific 
‘special places’ and key view sheds are 
identified on the Site Inventory and Analysis 
Map in Section 3. These locations should 
be protected as-is or potentially enhanced 
with standard park amenities or even site-
specific installations, such as bird blinds or 
interpretive exhibits where appropriate.
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SHORT-TERM 
RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 Protect and reinforce designation as a 
nature preserve

All built features and amenities within 
Purgatory Park should conform to the 
requirements of the nature preserve 
classification. Visual and environmental 
impacts should be considered with any 
improvement project, to protect the distinct 
natural character of the park. Low impact 
design practices should be utilized for any 
infrastructure projects, including but not 
limited to parking expansion, stormwater 
management, new structures, and trail 
standards. For example, If formal play 
facilities are considered for the park, the 
theming and materials should be nature-
based, offering experiences to interact with 
natural processes and materials, such as 
sticks and branches to build with, rather than 
commercial playground equipment.

•	 Adopt design standards

Section 6 of this master plan describes 
standards for materials, construction details, 
and unit costs for park facilities in Purgatory 
Park. These standards have been developed 
as best practices to align with the goals and 
recommendations of this plan, including 
the effort to protect and enhance the park’s 
natural character and sense of place. These 
standards should be adopted and used to 
guide future construction, maintenance, and 
operations in the park. Native vegetation and primary trail

Expansive view of native prairie
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MID-TERM RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 Expand interpretive features 
throughout the park

Additional signage and interpretive features 
should be expanded throughout the park 
to educate visitors about local ecology 
and history, such as ongoing restoration 
efforts, plant communities, hydrology, and 
the designation and expansion of the park 
over time. Typical interpretive signage 
may work well in certain locations, but 
other opportunities should be considered 
to integrate story telling into future park 
improvement projects, such as text and 
artwork embedded in pavement, bridge 
railings or other structures. Such artfully 
integrated features can enrich visitors’ 
experiences without ‘cluttering’ the park with 
too much signage.

LONG-TERM 
RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 Recognize and enhance ‘special places’ 
and scenic views

A handful of unique places in the park may 
warrant additional recognition and creative 
enhancements, such as utilizing the historic 
rail bridge abutment as a dedicated mural 
wall or adding low-impact amenities such as 
hammock supports in woodland clearings 
or near bridge crossings. Two high points 
offering expansive vistas occur in the park, 
one in the open prairie and one in the 
southern woodlands. More seating and bird 
blind structures should be considered to 
add destinations and moments of respite 
along the trail system. These site-specific 
installations could be created in collaboration 
with community service and school groups, 
or possibly as an expansion of the Scenic 
Heights school forest programming. When 
thoughtfully designed, these structure could 
enhance rather than detract from the park 
experience and natural context.

Dog walker on an informal trail
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I believe we need to find 
solutions for the following 

issues regarding off-leash dogs: 
safety, ecological damage, and 
the enforcement and regulation 
of the off-leash dog ordinances.

2. DOGS IN THE PARK

RECOMMENDATIONS

SHORT-TERM

•	 Undertake a comprehensive review 
of current off-leash dog ordinance 
language

•	 Identify areas degraded/disturbed by 
dog activity and determine additional 
maintenance or repair that may be 
warranted

•	 Better define specific areas of the 
park where off-leash activity is 
allowable by current ordinance

•	 Expand signage related to off-leash 
dogs in the park to clarify current 
ordinance requirements in plain 
language

•	 Add additional pet waste stations 
and litter receptacles at strategic 
locations

•	 Install temporary fencing along the 
east side of area frequently used 
for off-leash dog activity to reduce 
conflicts with the primary trail

•	 Mitigate points of conflict between 
off-leash and on-leash dogs and other 
park users

•	 Formalize (pave) a connection 
between the parking lot and trail to 
the area frequently used for off-leash 
dog activity 
	» Also see trail system recommendations 

section

LONG-TERM

•	 If it is determined that a fenced-
in dog park is warranted in the 
community, select a location for the 
facility
	» If Purgatory Park is identified as the 

preferred location for an off-leash 
dog park, determine location and 
features to be implemented through 
coordination with stakeholders

As noted in the inventory and analysis 
section of this report, feedback relative to 
dog activity (specifically off-leash dogs) in 
the park varies from strong support to strong 
opposition. Generally, those in favor indicate 
off-leash dog opportunities as an integral 
part of the park, its use, and experience - 
while those in opposition tend to express 
safety issues - and impacts on wildlife and 
ecological degradation as primary concerns. 
While the recommendations presented in 
this report do not resolve this conflict in its 
entirety, they do aim to work toward a viable 
solution for all park users.

Short-term recommendations associated 
with dogs in the park focus on policy-related 
review and low dollar interventions aimed 
at increasing usability and cleanliness of 
the park. Mid-term recommendations 
focus on site specific enhancements aimed 
at buffering dogs and dog-related uses 
from other patrons in the park. Long-term 
recommendations consider potential for a 
future off-leash dog facility in Purgatory Park.

COMMUNITY FEEDBACK

NOTE: Communications regarding off-leash dog ordinances should be coordinated to ensure 
clear and consistent rules on the city’s website, as well as other communication sources.
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SHORT-TERM 
RECOMMENDATIONS

•	 Undertake a comprehensive review 
of current off-leash dog ordinance 
language

Throughout the master planning process 
feedback gathered from park users, city 
staff, and law enforcement indicated that 
current wording of the City’s off-leash dog 
ordinance leaves room for interpretation, 
and thus, potential for conflict, specifically in 
parks and public gathering spaces. To better 
understand and address these concerns, 
a comprehensive review of the current 
ordinance should be undertaken with the 
intention of clarifying ordinance language 
and understanding of where leash laws 
would apply.

•	 Identify areas degraded/disturbed by 
dog activity and determine additional 
maintenance or repair that may be 
warranted

Purgatory Park is categorized as a nature 
preserve, with an emphasis on preservation 
and restoration of native plant communities. 
While recreation and dog walking are 
encouraged, dog activity may have 
unintended harmful consequences to the 
habitat actively being managed by the 
City and volunteers. To work harmoniously 
toward the interests of both dog uses 
and restoration efforts, a comprehensive 
analysis of degraded/disturbed areas 
frequented by off-leash dogs should be 

conducted (e.g., identify areas with excessive 
erosion), and additional maintenance efforts 
identified. While this plan provides a general 
understanding of the primary areas used 
for these activities, we recommend a more 
thorough on-site review be conducted.

•	 Better define specific areas of the park 
where off-leash activity is allowable by 
current ordinance

An interim step in addressing off-leash dog 
conflicts in the park would be to more clearly 
specify through on-site signage the locations 
as shown on the Dogs in the Park Map 
(page 45) as acceptable places for off-leash 
activity to occur. Dogs would be required to 
be leashed on primary park trails, near the 
main and secondary parking lots and entry 
drive, and in other locations of the park (e.g., 
near both of the bridges, at all major access 
points and entrances to the park, etc.). Off-
leash activity should be limited to a certain 
setback distance of 100’ from the main and 
secondary parking lot and entry drive, and 
50’ from any primary trails, as well as the park 
boundary.

•	 Expand signage related to off-leash 
dogs in the park to clarify current 
ordinance requirements in plain 
language

While dog ordinance signage is present 
in several locations throughout the park, 
language on the sign can be hard to 
interpret, and signs are not necessarily 
present in areas most frequently used for 
off-leash dog activity. New signage should 

be provided at major entry points and 
locations that experience the most volume 
of dog activity. Language associated with 
this signage should be coordinated with any 
changes to city-wide dog leash law policies, 
and maps should be incorporated to define 
off-leash dog use areas.

•	 Add additional pet waste stations and 
litter receptacles at strategic locations

Purgatory Park has a few pet waste stations 
and litter receptacles. They can be found 
near the main parking lot and the Stodola 
Road cul-de-sac access point, as well as other 
locations. Feedback from the community 
indicated need for additional pet waste 
stations and/or litter receptacles at the end of 
the pre-fabricated steel bridge near Stodola 
Road, near the existing high-use off-leash 
dog area south of the main parking lot, and 
at all major access points and entrances to 
the park.

•	 Install temporary fencing along east 
side of area frequently used for off-
leash dog activity to reduce conflicts 
with the primary trail

As a temporary measure, until further study of 
leash ordinances and interest in an off-leash 
dog park can be undertaken, a temporary 
fence (approximately 1400 linear feet) could 
be placed along the east side of the area 
frequently used for off-leash dog activities. 
Any fence additions to the park should 
be designed with interested community 
member participation and review by the park 
board.
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