
Afton Naturalist 
The Natural Resources and Groundwater Committee (NRGC) is pleased to release the 3rd issue of the Af-

ton Naturalist to provide insights on the organizations that the city works with to improve our natural re-

sources. In this issue, please find interviews with Washington County and Afton State Park.  

 
The NRGC Met with Nick Bartels, Park Supervisor at the Af-
ton State Park to discuss the organization, its history and to 
identify ways Afton residents can be active in the State Park.  

 
NRGC: “Nick – thanks for meeting - can you provide some background and history of the park?”  
Bartels: “The park was founded in 1969 and I have been park supervisor since July 2020. For those that have not been 
here, one will see wildflowers, grasses in restored prairies that were once agricultural fields as well as limestone out-
crops that jut from the sides of deep forested ravines that drop three hundred feet to the river. And one can walk to the 
water’s edge and enjoy the wildlife.  
 
Our unofficial motto for the park is that we are ‘a wilderness experience close to home’ as 
one can quickly forget that a major metropolitan area is only 30 minutes away. Being close 
to the metro gives us the opportunity to be a ‘gateway’ to the outdoors and in many cases, 
we are a visitor’s very first State Park experience.” 
 
NRGC: “How big is the park, your organization and what is offered that we should know 
about?” 
Bartels: “The Park is about 1700 acres that is roughly half in Afton and half in Denmark 
Township. In addition to the Park Supervisor, we have 13 folks that work here and are all 
very focused on the beauty of the St. Croix valley and maintaining outdoor spaces for the 
public to enjoy. The park has 20 miles of multi-use trails; picnic areas; 27 back pack-in/hike-

in camp sites; 4 cabins with heat and electricity; 2 yurts with 
woodstoves available year-round; and 1 seasonally available 
wall tent. While we have  up to 1,000 vehicles enter on our busi-
est days, one can be in many places in the park and not see civilization.” 
 
NRGC: “What are your thoughts about Afton’s Natural Resources?” 
Bartels: “Afton has beautiful natural resources. The beauty of this part of the St. Croix Valley 
and the opportunity to be a steward and caretaker of these resources is something that the 
park’s staff and I take very seriously.  Stewardship can be a challenge with the invasive spe-
cies we have to contend with – especially buckthorn and Grecian foxglove. But, we feel like 
we’ve made some good progress through the use of prescribed burns, targeted goat brows-
ing, and selective herbicide application.”  
 
NRGC: “How has Afton and the State Park worked together and are there special programs 
or events at the State Park that Afton residents can participate in?” 

Bartels: “The most recent project we worked on with the City was to build a small gravel parking lot on 50
th
 St. which 

will increase safety and reduce parking on the street. We hold hikes, rent snow shoes and have recreational programs 
for visitors. We have had snow shoe making workshops and will have more as our new Naturalist (Carolyn Kocken) just 
joined our team.  We have scheduled hunts including a mentored deer youth hunt and an antler-less muzzle loader 
hunt.”  
 
NRGC: “Are there upcoming events that Afton residents can participate in?” 
Bartels: “Please join us for a candlelight walk on February 7

th
 from 5-8pm. The 

walk is a self-guided, self-paced two-mile round-trip trail. Walkers will begin at 
the Visitor Center and follow the glowing luminaries along the trail. A bonfire for 
roasting marshmallows will be burning by the Visitor Center along with food 
trucks and hot chocolate will be served inside.” 

Afton State Park 



 
The NRGC Met with Bethany Cox, Washington County Commissioner and Serena 
Raths, Washington County Planner, to discuss how the County and City of Afton work 
together to conserve and manage natural resources.  
 
NRGC: “Can you please provide a brief Washington County overview and the role the 
County plays in natural resources?” 
Cox & Raths: “Washington County is 43 miles long (N/S) and 15 miles wide and the County Commissioners oversee 
a budget that is just over $400 million dollars. While Washington County is one of the smallest counties in square 
miles; it is one of the largest in population with approximately 300,000 residents. We deliver programs as part of the 
safety net such as Medicaid and Snap, ensure safe places such as libraries 
and we work to conserve land and open spaces for generations to come.” 
 
NRGC: “How does the County conserve, support and improve access to 
natural resources?” 
Cox & Raths: “The regional trail system is a great example of interconnect-
ing communities and people. The connectivity is really important to make 
sure people can commute or enjoy nature. Within the county, our parks, 
open spaces and libraries rank among the top amenities that residents val-
ue. The County has completed 53 projects under the “Land and Water Leg-
acy Program” and 6 conservation easement projects have been completed 
in Afton including:   

• Preservation of the 40-acre “Herreid” property 

• Protection of the 20-acre “Blasko” property on Valley Creek 

• Protection of two additional properties on Valley Creek, abutting Blasko 

• Preservation of a 30-acre property Oxbow Trails on St Croix Trail  

• Protection of the 20-acre “Berggren” property 
The County and City have also been working on a number of other programs including: 

• Purchase of Hudson Road property for use as a yard waste and tree disposal site as well as the County Sher-
iff’s office. 

• Long Range planning for two regional trails that will run through Afton” 
 
NRGC: “So how do land acquisitions/easements work.” 
Cox & Raths: “Each situation is unique as organizations join together to meet the landowner’s needs. With the Her-
reid property, for example, the Minnesota Land Trust was approached by Susan Herreid to conserve the 40-acre par-
cel. After talking with the family, it was decided that Washington County and the MN Land Trust would be co-holders 
of the easement that restricts development and the City of Afton would acquire the land with a DNR grant.  
 
Land owners usually connect with the Washington Conservation District or the MN Land Trust if considering an ease-
ment as those organizations conduct workshops regarding easements and the process. Recently, we have also found 
that a lot of Afton residents are talking 
with their neighbors and the word is 
spreading - which is great. The County, 
Minnesota Land Trust and Washington 
Conservation District are very passionate 
and good at leading landowners through 
the easement process. While some pro-
jects involve an organization purchasing 
the property in addition to the county-held 
easement, sometimes the landowner 
wants to stay on the land and be part of 
the team. In those cases, we tailor the 
easement to how they see the land in the future. For example, if the land owner thinks they may want to build a barn 
in the easement area, then a building envelope may be established in the agreement or we will find a creative solution 
The goal is to build the easement around the land owners needs and desires.” 
 
NRGC: “How can Afton resident’s assist the County protect and preserve natural resources.” 
Cox & Raths: “The 2006 The Land and Water Legacy Program has been a major initiative and we hope Afton and 
County voters support further preservation and conservation initiatives. We look forward to working with the City of 
Afton for years to come.”  


