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It’s Not Just the Lake

Wekota Park, -
Site Design 2012
Echo Bay, City of Tonka Bay, MIN

BACKGROUND

This project focuses on Wekota Park, an 8.1 acre lake-side community
park on Echo Bay in the City of Tonka Bay, MN. The park is generally
bordered on the east by Lake Minnetonka, on the south-east by a marina,
on the south and west by mixed residential, and on the north by additional

City owned marshland.

Tonka Bay comprises roughly the entire southern peninsula of land that,
together with an almost contiguous northern peninsula, divides the Upper
and Lower Lakes of Lake Minnetonka, the largest lake in the Twin Cities
metropolitan area. With 1,547 residents and a total land area of
approximately 640 acres, Tonka Bay is one of the smallest cities on the
Lake but proportionately has the most shoreline. One half of the City’'s 651

homes have lakeshore.

The land form was created circa 10,000 B.C. during the recession of the
last glaciation. By the time of early settlement in the mid-1800’s, Tonka
Bay’s vegetation was about one half “big woods” (generally south & west)
and one half prairie/wetland (generally north & east). Wekota Park is
situated at the convergence of these two areas and this project addresses
the problems and opportunities of this interesting location.



Tonka Bay Parks

Historically, given that Tonka Bay is surrounded. by a very popular and
accessible recreational lake, that half the residential lots border the lake, and
that until the 1950’s and 1960’s many residents were seasonal, there was
litle community interest in land use planning or park development. In fact,
after the Chautauqua Assembly’s vision in 1879, there was little land use
planning in the City of any kind for approximately 100 years.

Neveriheless, ironically and fortunately, Tonka Bay's wetlands and land
otherwise unsuitable for building preserved for the City approximately 44
acres of undeveloped land. This “leftover’ land left the City with a high
proportion of open, public-use land. Today, Tonka Bay land uses are
residential (48%), parks and open space (32%), and all other (marina,
shopping center, roads, etc. 20%). This proportion of parks and open space
far exceeds modern common rule-of-thumb planning standards of 10% public
land or ten gross acres per 1,000 residents. Five of these “leftover” areas are

now parks of various sizes: -

Name Size (acres) Use
Manitou Park 8.8 Sports/picnic
Wekota Park 8.1 Beach/picnic/tennis/play
Pleasant Park 2.8 Swinging/general
Old Orchard Park 2.2 Boating/picnic/play/fishing
Crescent Beach Park 4 Swimming/sunbathing

Tigure 2: Bxisting Land Use 2008

Existing Land Use Catagories
Ij Single Family (0.0 = 2.9 units/acre)
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Project Purpose

For over 35 years Wekota Park has provided Tonka Bay residents with an accessible
recreation area and easy connection to Lake Minnetonka. In fact, due to the City’s size and
shape, a majority of the City’s households are within walking or biking distance of the park.
Residents actively use the park’s existing facilities and features, particularly the playground

and beach areas.

However, Wekota Park’s full potential has not been developed. Use is restricted to the
beachfront and adjoining playground open space and a nearby tennis and basket ball court
on West Point Road. The lack of attention to landscaping and esthetics and development
along the park’s borders has diminished the feeling of this site as a natural and attractive

space.

The community has also been at a loss for years of what to do to the adjoining forest and
wetland to the northwest. In 1976 Kathy Coward conducted a parks and recreation survey of
the Tonka Bay residents that indicated a desire for more passive recreational activities.
Twenty three years later, the Tonka Bay Comprehensive Plan enthusiastically embraced
passive recreation and called for enhancing and expanding this section of the park by 2030.

The purpose of this project is to create a spatial design that will maximize the use and
enjoyment of the entire park property. The Wekota Park site is unique because, although
small, it has diverse landforms and land cover which have great potential for increased

access and aesthetic development. This plan will open the northwest section of the park to

uses appropriate to their natural environment, improve existing recreational areas of the

~park, and create a sense of place and aesthetic pride.

Wekota Park holds the promise of a bigger experience for more people and sooner than
2030. It’s not just about the lake. It’s also about the land.

Project Goals

> Social/Recreational Needs
Provide Tonka Bay residents with a mix of passive and active outdoor recreational

activities to suit all ages and interests.

> Aesthetic :

Make enjoyment of the land as important as creating/enhancing active recreational
facilities many of which are focus on the lake. Use the existing mix of diverse and
interesting natural resources (lake, beach, hardwood forest, marsh and pond) as the
“stage”; minimally define entry points within a neighborhood context (you are entering a
park, but the park is contiguous to the surrounding neighborhoods); maintain the natural

and cultural history of place.

> Access
Establish a network of trails that both connects the major use areas within the park and

will connect to future City and regional pathways envisioned in Tonka Bay's
Comprehensive Plan.

> Environmental

Preserve the existing four major habitat areas (the lake, weti-ands/marsh, upland forest,
lowland forest). Restore remnant Maple Basswood forest and promote/use native plants.

Protect the natural drainage system.

» Financial
Recognize restrictive budgetary constraints by a site plan that uses low cost but
appropriate materials, calls for minimal grading or other landform changes, and specs
design features which require minimal increase in maintenance and can be easily

installed in segments to match annual City budget.

» Community Involvement
Create an exciting but simple plan that will attract citizen involvement. Tonka Bayis a
small community and Wekota Park is a small neighborhood park. Historically it has taken
many years for the City to make even small changes to this park and often decisions
have been based on maintenance or insurance costs. If the City is to expand this park
(as defined in its Comprehensive Plan 2009), the time and money of its citizens will be

essential.
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Nature Trail
SUMMARY

Goal

To create a nature trail that is a true “land for people”

experience — offering the user the opportunity to visit and

enjoy multiple forest habitat and wetland areas in a relatively -
small area. /

Seiution

A
¢

o lay out wood chip trail which leads people through
alternating forest and wetland areas, taking advantage of
views as much as possible. Create three entrances,
thereby providing the added interest, sense of adveniure,
and change in perspective which resuli from a choice of
pathways.

o Build cedar wood boardwalk to Observation Deck located
at edge of pond.

o Enhance the wetland by planting additional willows
(lucida), redosier dogwoods and other native plant
materials and by adding three stands of tamarack trees
to create a “Tamarack Walk” along the wetland border.
As budget permits, recommend restoring native cattails
to marsh.

o Provide four rest/view areas: a picnic shelter, an
cbservation deck, and bench seating at the north and
south ends of the trail.

o Recommend community project to restore and preserve
Maple Basswood Forest by planting appropriate young
fress.

o Promote unity for this diverse natural area by using
common archiiectural features for the observation deck
and picnic shelter, consistent with other park features
(gateway monuments Keep architectural features of
observation deck and picnic shelter consistent with each
other and other architectural details of the park {e.g.,
gateway monuments and parking area fence).

o Piant new {rees (east side) and install screening fence
(south side) io increase visual bufier between frail and
adjacent homes.

395
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Natural stands of mesic (balanced water supply) oak forest are rare in Minnesota and grow

where there have been few severe fires. This stand of mesic oak is the most interesting and

majestic of the native forest areas found on the Wekota Nature Trail. Tall northern red oak,
pin oak, white oak, and bur oak as well as an understory of basswood, butternuts, and sugar

maple and a prominent subcanopy of ironwood can all be

d here.
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Black Chokeberry ‘Autumn Magic’
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