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Introduction 

Purpose of the Regional and Property Analysis 
A Regional and Property Analysis is required by Chapter NR 44, Wisconsin Administrative Code, when 

developing a property master plan, a plan revision or amendment.  Property Master Plans are 

required to be revisited and updated at 15 year intervals.  Preparation of the Regional and Property 

Analysis is the first phase and foundation of the planning process.  Functionally, it highlights those 

elements in a regional context and on the property that are most important to consider when 

planning the property and identifies the most suitable potential future roles or niches for a property.    

The Regional Context section of this document describes the broader recreational and socio-

economic contexts of the Totogatic Wildlife Area. The Property Analysis Section provides an 

overview of the property’s existing resources, uses and management including opportunities and 

limitations. The Findings and Conclusions component is the most important section of the RPA. This 

section outlines the best probable future role or niche for the properties. It helps focus the plan’s 

goals and action strategies.  

Property Location and Size 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is located in northwest Sawyer County and portions of the far 

eastern part of Washburn County. It encompasses some 2,600 acres of forested, wetland and open 

water.  The property was originally purchased in 1951 as a waterfowl restoration area. The Wozny 

Road dam was built in the 1950s and  the property has been historically managed for wildlife related 

recreational activities and for wildlife habitat.  

Statutory Designation 

Wildlife areas are acquired and managed under the authority of Sec 23.09 (2) (d) 3 Wis. Statutes and 

Administrative Code ch 1.5. Wildlife areas are designated to provide places where people can hunt, 

trap or fish. Wildlife areas are also open for traditional outdoor uses of walking, skiing, snow shoeing, 

nature study, berry picking, and other low-impact recreational activities. As directed by NR 1.51, and 

1.61, other recreational uses may be allowed by the Master Plan if those uses do not detract from the 

primary purpose of these properties.  
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Regional Socio-Economic Context 
 

Land Use and Socio-Economic Characteristics 
Much of the available information on land use and socio-economic characteristics for the state is 

organized by county. The Applied Population Laboratory (APL) at the University of Wisconsin-

Madison has divided the state into ten regions comprised of various county groupings, and prepared 

socio-economic profiles for each region.  Washburn and Sawyer counties fall into Region 1. The 

Region 1 profile (APL 2010) is the primary source of information for the following sections.   

 

Land Cover and Use 

The region’s dominant land cover is forest, 

ranging from wet, wooded swamps to dry, 

sandy oak and pine forests. A variety of 

wetland types occur scattered throughout the 

region with several sizeable, ecologically 

significant occurrences located in the Superior 

clay plain. A sizeable portion of the forest land 

is publicly owned and several significant tracts 

of industrial forest occur here, too. This region 

is among the least developed portions of the 

state. 

Pockets of farmland occur in areas where soils 

tend to be most suitable, especially in Rusk 

and Taylor counties and surrounding Ashland, 

Spooner, and Medford. Farms tend to be small 

with a mix of farming practices, including 

pasture land. Many farmlands in the clay 

plain area of Douglas and Bayfield counties 

are reverting to early successional forest. 

In comparison to the state of Wisconsin overall, Region 1 is considerably less developed with 

residential and commercial property and has a greater proportion of forested and public 

conservation land. It has relatively little agricultural land and very little commercial land. Values are 

substantially lower than the state average across every category and in every county. Values are 

highest in Sawyer and Washburn counties. 

 

Population 

Region 1 is the least densely populated region in the state of Wisconsin with an estimated 18 persons 

per square mile in 2008. In Region 1, two population patterns stand out as particularly interesting to 

Map of Region 1 according to the Applied Population Laboratory which 
includes: Ashland, Bayfield, Burnett, Douglas, Iron, Price, Rusk, Sawyer, 
Taylor and Washburn Counties (source APL 2010). 
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consider with respect to outdoor recreation planning: (1) uneven development across the region 

whereby cities and villages tend to be declining in population at the same time that the region’s lakes 

areas and urbanizing areas are growing and (2) the extreme aging of the population. 

Region 1 is sparsely populated with 61% of the population living in rural towns and with only one city 

in the region with a population over 10,000. Few people, and an even smaller amount of land area, 

occupy what most people think of as urban space. Still, in a sense, many rural areas of the region are 

urbanizing as they experience population growth and housing development associated with 

seasonal or recreational homes. Despite the region’s rural nature, outdoor recreation opportunities 

may face increasing population and housing development pressure in the coming years if the 

population continues dispersing into the countryside and seasonal lake homes continue to be built. 

Population growth across the region has been strikingly uneven over the last several years. Some 

communities are growing rapidly, while others are experiencing population decline. The population 

in the few larger cities is declining, while rural lakes areas and deurbanizing areas of the region are 

facing high levels of in-migration. Similar to the cities, rural towns across the eastern part of the 

region in Ashland and Iron counties and in the more agricultural areas of Rusk, Price, and Taylor 

counties have experienced population decline. 

In general, the western part of the region (which is more proximate to the thriving and growing 

Minneapolis/St. Paul Metropolitan area) and the tourism/recreational lake destination areas are 

growing. In particular, population growth is occurring around the city of Bayfield; in the lakes areas 

of Washburn, Sawyer, and southeast Douglas counties (especially in the towns of Bashaw, Bass Lake, 

Birchwood, Minong, and Trego in Washburn County and the towns of Draper and Ojibwa in Sawyer 

County); and in Burnett County along the St. Croix River near Grantsburg. Most of this growth is 

being driven by in-migrating retirees to the area that come to take advantage of scenic lakes, 

outdoor recreation opportunities, and a rural sense of place. As the large cohorts of the Baby Boom 

generation reach retirement years, this pattern should be expected to increase in the coming years. 

In-migrants who come for the area’s natural amenities may demand more outdoor recreational 

opportunities than long term residents, further increasing demand for outdoor recreation. 

In addition, in-migrating retirees are exacerbating an already aging population in northern Wisconsin. 

Region 1 is considerably older than the state of Wisconsin overall, and the population is expected to 

age dramatically over the next several years. By 2020, the median age of the population in this region 

is expected to exceed 47 years (meaning that half the population will be over 47 years old), and 

there will be more people over age 65 than under age 18. The population over age 65 is projected to 

increase by 44% between 2008 and 2020 (making up 24% of the total population in 2020), while the 

population under age 18 is expected to decline. This extreme population aging is occurring because 

long term residents are aging in place; young people tend to move away from the region when they 

come of age starting their careers and having families elsewhere, and because retirees are moving 

into the region. Aging will increasingly affect multiple aspects of community life in the region, 

including outdoor recreation planning. Outdoor recreation planners will need to anticipate increasing 
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needs for access among those with mobility limitations, as the population ages. In addition, demand 

for activities that older people enjoy can be expected to increase substantially in the coming years.  

Economic Context  

Manufacturing, health care and social assistance, retail trade, and accommodation and food services 

are the industries that employ the most people in Region 1. Manufacturing, retail trade and 

construction have experienced significant declines in employment since 2000, while the health care 

and social assistance, transportation and warehousing industries are growing. Health care and social 

assistance growth has been particularly strong in Bayfield, Sawyer, and Taylor counties. This 

suggests that the region is experiencing a shift from more industrial-oriented employment toward 

service industries, including tourism and recreation.   

 

Tourism and recreation are an important part of economic vitality across Wisconsin, throughout 

Region 1, and particularly in Bayfield and Sawyer counties. At the state level outdoor recreation, 

specifically, contributes over $9.7 billion annually to the Wisconsin economy in spending from both 

state residents and guests. Camping is particularly important to the state’s economy. Within Region 

1, industries related to tourism and recreation (including arts, entertainment, recreation, 

accommodation, and food services) employ over 8,000 workers (11.5% of all jobs). Employment in 

these sectors increased in most counties between 2000 and 2008 and particularly in Burnett, 

Douglas, and Sawyer counties. Tourism and recreation are particularly important to the economies in 

Bayfield County (employing 22.5% of workers), Sawyer County (20.3%), and to a somewhat lesser 

extent in Douglas (13.9%) and Iron (15.0%) counties. 

 

Extractive industries (including agriculture, forestry, fishing, hunting, and mining) are of particular 

importance to outdoor recreation planning because of the historical role they have played in shaping 

land use and the natural environment. Today, the industry employs about 7.4% of workers in Region 

1, with the majority in hired farm labor. Between 1997 and 2007, employment in extractive industries 

declined by about 1,877 workers. This decline was almost entirely due to declines in the number of 

hired agricultural workers in Taylor County.  

Despite northwest Wisconsin’s history as a timber and mineral producer, the economy in Region 1 

has largely transitioned out of reliance on natural resource extraction to an economy focused on 

manufacturing and, even more prominently, to an economy dominated by the service industry. While 

manufacturing remains the region’s largest employment sector (employing an average of 12,680 

employees in 2008), the top service industries (including health care and social assistance, retail 

trade, accommodation and food services, public administration, and educational services) together 

employed 33,815 workers on average in 2008. That is 13,610 more workers than manufacturing, 

transportation and warehousing, construction, and wholesale trade combined (APL 2010).  
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Recreation Demand, Uses and Resources 
The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is located in the Great Northwest region in the Wisconsin Statewide 

Outdoor Recreation plan (SCORP). The Great Northwest Region is located in the northwestern part 

of the state and encompasses Douglas, Bayfield, Ashland, Burnett, Washburn, Sawyer, Polk, Barron, 

and Rusk counties. The region as a whole has an abundance of natural resources such as Lake 

Superior, the Namekagon River, the St. Croix River, and the Chequamegon National Forest. Because 

of these resources, several counties within the region are considered Non-Metro Recreation 

Counties, areas that offer an exceptional amount of outdoor recreation opportunities.  

 

Not surprisingly, tourism is a large and growing industry within the region. Visitors from the Twin 

Cities and surrounding suburban areas, as well as visitors from within Wisconsin, are placing 

increasing pressure on the region’s recreational resources. Seasonal home development, particularly 

along river and lakeshore areas, has increased dramatically within the Great Northwest. Other areas 

of the region are rural with small populations and little urban influence. As a part of the SCORP 

recreational planning process, a statewide survey on recreational issues, demands and needs was 

completed by region. In the Great Northwest Region, the most common issues expressed are the 

lack of funding for park and recreation maintenance, increased ATV usage and associated impacts, 

increased noise pollution from motorized activities, lack of educational programs/naturalists 

interpreters, overcrowding, and pressure from the logging industry to harvest on public lands. The 

most commons needs shared by survey participants in the Great Northwest region are more 

opportunities for hiking trails, silent sports, birdwatching, and kayaking. (WDNR SCORP, 2005-2010) 

Table 1, Top Recreation Categories in the Great Northwest Region 

Activity Percentage of 

Participants 

Walk for pleasure 86.6 

Family gathering 74.1 

Driving for pleasure 68.5 

Visit wilderness or primitive area 62.2 

Picnicking 60.9 

Boating (any type) 56.2 

Swimming in lakes, streams, etc. 52.9 

Freshwater fishing 49.4 

Visit a beach 48.8 

Snow/ice activities 48.7 

Motor boating 44.1 

Day hiking 42.7 

Bicycling 42.6 

Warm water fishing 42.4 

Hunting (any type) 37.3 

Source: SCORP 2005-2010, WDNR 
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Description and Analysis of Property 
 

 

 

 

Overview 
The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is a 2,658 acre property with approximately 1,050 acres of wetland 

habitat and up to 400 acres of standing water. On average, there is currently between 100-200 acres 

of open water during the growing season. The local landscape is dominated by forested uplands with 

a significant component of both forested and non-forested wetlands. The property is located in an 

area with large tracts of county forest in four different counties, although nearby Nelson Lake has a 

developed shoreline in private 

ownership. The Totogatic 

River flows through Nelson 

Lake then through the wildlife 

area, and eventually drains 

northwest and westerly to 

the Namekagon River in 

Burnett County.            

The acquisition of Totogatic 

River Wildlife Area was 

proposed by the Hayward 

Rod and Gun Club in 1941 and 

was completed in 1951. This 

project was funded through 

the Pittman-Robertson Act as 

a waterfowl restoration area. 

It was originally felt that the 

area offered an unusual 

opportunity for waterfowl 

habitat because of the grass 

marsh biota present. It was 

believed that a majority of the 

marsh land in the northern 

forested areas were too acid 

to produce good aquatic habitat (WDNR, 1954).  

Current State Ownership: 2,658 acres 

Current Acreage Goal: 2,719 acres 

Current Project Boundary: 2,619 acres 

     Figure 1: Map of the Totogatic Wildlife Area, WDNR, 2016. 
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A six hundred foot dike and 70- foot dam were completed in 1953 which flooded approximately 1,000 

acres with about 400 acres of open water. Fifteen miles of roads were constructed on the property 

to improve access and provide fire breaks. Boat landings were built at both ends of the flowage to 

provide public access. The dam was modified in 1960 to add one tier of stop logs. Minor repairs were 

made to the dam in 1973 and a proposal is currently in the works to replace the deteriorating water 

control structure.  

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area had a property Master Plan Concept Element approved in 1981 and 

subsequently in 1983 a property Master Plan Implementation Element was approved. The goal for 

this property was to “manage a state-owned area for the benefit of fish and wildlife-based 

recreation, protection of endangered species and to provide compatible recreational opportunities 

(WDNR, 1981).”  The original recommended management and development plan included the 

maintenance of fisheries and public access, management of uplands for forest game, the 

enhancement of wood duck habitat, and there have not been any variances, amendments or any 

other master plan updates since these plans were approved in 1981 and 1984.  

 

Physical Environment 

Geology, Soils and Water Resources 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is underlain by igneous and metamorphic rock, generally covered 

by 5 to 100 feet of glacial drift deposits. Nearby landforms are characterized by end and ground 

moraines with some pitted outwash and bedrock-controlled areas. Kettle depressions are 

widespread and steep; bedrock-controlled ridges are found in the northern portion of the North 

Central Forest.  

 

There are an estimated 14 soil units found in the Totogatic River Wildlife Area. Most fall within three 

classifications: 1. Lupton Cathro and Tawas soils which are an inundated, very poorly drained, deep 

organic muck over sandy loam soils. 2. Frogcreek silt loam and 3. Stanberry sandy loam.  The 

Frogcreek and Stanberry series are similar due to that they are characteristic of ground and end 

moraines.  Both are also very stony soils and moderately well drained (NRCS, 2016).  

 

The Totogatic River (generally pronounced To-TA-ga-tik) is an 80.0-mile long tributary of the 

Namekagon River in northwestern Wisconsin in the United States. Via the Namekagon and St. Croix 

rivers, it is part of the watershed of the Mississippi River. Its name is derived from the Ojibwe 

language Dootoogaatigo-ziibi meaning "River of Boggy Riverway" due to its course through 

wetlands. The Totogatic is formed by the confluence of its east and west forks in southwestern 

Bayfield County, and flows generally westward through Sawyer, Washburn, Douglas and Burnett 

counties, passing through several lakes. It joins the Namekagon River in Burnett County, 45 miles 

(72 km) south of the city of Superior (Wikipedia, 2016).The Totogatic River flows through the 

property and is impounded by the Wozny Road Dam.  The Totogatic River is listed as both an 

Outstanding Water Resource and as a state-designated Wild River at its free flowing locations (the 

four flowages Nelson Lake, Totogatic, Colton, and the Minong excluded).  The river provides rich 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tributary
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Namekagon_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wisconsin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/St._Croix_River_(Wisconsin%E2%80%93Minnesota)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drainage_basin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mississippi_River
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ojibwe_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ojibwe_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wetland
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bayfield_County,_Wisconsin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sawyer_County,_Wisconsin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washburn_County,_Wisconsin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douglas_County,_Wisconsin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burnett_County,_Wisconsin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Superior,_Wisconsin
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habitat for diverse aquatic and terrestrial species, has excellent water quality, beautiful scenery, and 

great fishing and paddling opportunities.  

The Totogatic Flowage is located entirely within the wildlife area varies from 100-200 acres of open 

water depending on water levels and time of year.  Average depths range between ½ a foot to three 

feet with select areas of 3-6 foot depths. The 64- year old impoundment is becoming more shallow 

and filled with soft sediment as it ages. Winter fish kills and dissolved oxygen variability will continue 

to be a water quality challenge with the flowage as increased soft sediment accumulates.  

Ecological Landscape and Natural Communities 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is located within the North Central Forest Ecological Landscape. 

This ecological landscape encompasses 9,543 square miles (6,107,516 acres), representing 17% of the 

area of the state of Wisconsin. Forests cover approximately 75% of the North Central Forest. The 

mesic northern hardwood forest is dominant, made up of sugar maple, basswood, and red maple, 

with some stands containing scattered hemlock, yellow birch, and/or eastern white pine pockets. 

The aspen-birch forest type group is also abundant, followed by spruce-fir. Forested and non-

forested wetland communities are common and widespread. These include Northern Wet-mesic 

Forest (dominated by either northern white-cedar or black ash), Northern Wet Forest (acid conifer 

swamps dominated by black spruce and/or tamarack), and non-forested acid peatlands (bogs, fens, 

and muskegs). Other relatively common wetland communities here are alder thicket, sedge 

meadow, and marsh including wild rice (WDNR 2016).  

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is managed primarily for early successional forest which is also the 

dominant vegetation type in the upland forested portion of the property. A variety of other natural 

community and vegetation types also are 

represented on the property.  There are 

numerous small stands of northern 

hardwoods, swamp conifer and swamp 

hardwoods throughout the property with 

sugar maple, basswood, ash, red oak and red 

maple. The emergent wetland areas are 

dominated by broad leaved cattail. 

The Wisconsin Wildlife Action Plan (WDNR 

2006b) identified the best ecological 

landscapes in the state for sustaining various 

natural communities. The North Central 

Forest Ecological presents “major” or 

“important” opportunities for sustaining 57 

different natural communities. Of these, 

seven occur in the Totogatic River Wildlife Area: 

 

Figure 2. Illustrates the process used for 

identifying Ecological Priorities in the 

Wisconsin Wildlife Action Plan. 
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 Riverine Impoundment - Reservoirs 

 Warm water river 

 Northern Hardwood Swamp 

 Northern Mesic Forest 

 Aspen-Birch 

 Riverine Mud Flat 

 Emergent Marsh 

See WDNR (2006b) for more detailed descriptions of these natural communities.  

Vegetative Cover 

The majority of the Totogatic River Wildlife Area is split between two habitat types: marsh and 

forested upland. Emergent marsh areas have large stands of monotypic broad-leaved cattails with a 

relatively diverse population of native submergent and floating leaved aquatic plants.  The presence 

of wild rice is limited to single stalks in very limited areas of the flowage (Smith, WDNR 2016.) A small 

portion of the overall property acreage is open water with approximately 100-200 acres of open 

water.    

A breakdown of generalized cover types for the Totogatic River Wildlife Area based on the Wisconsin 

Forest Inventory and Reporting System (WisFIRS) is given in Table 2. Land cover types are shown in 

Map B-3. 

Table 2, Totogatic River Wildlife Area Vegetation Types  

Cover Type % Cover(acres) 

Forested 1,165 

Upland Grass 11 

Marsh 1,062 

Water 276 

Upland Brush 15 

Lowland Brush (Alder) 96 

Other- Right of Way 

(roads) 

1 

Source: WDNR WisFIRS, 2016.  

Forest Habitat  

According to the current WisFIRS data, there are 1,165 forested acres in the Totogatic River Wildlife 

Area accounting for 44% of the total property acreage. Figure 3 illustrates the cover types by type 

and acreage. 

  

Aspen stands are comprised of either bigtooth aspen (Populus grandidentata) or trembling aspen (P. 

tremuloides).  Aspen is a pioneer successional species which relies on a frequent disturbance regime 

to regenerate and maintain itself as the dominant timber type.  Aspen is generally grown to a 

rotation age of roughly 50 years and regenerated with a coppice harvest.  Aspen provides valuable 
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habitat to a variety of wildlife species throughout its lifecycle, but is very important during its 

seedling and saplings stage which provides browse and cover.  

 

Northern Hardwood stands within the Totogatic River Wildlife Area are made up of a combination of 

sugar maple (Acer saccharum), basswood (Tilia americana), white ash (Fraxinus americana), yellow 

birch (Betula alleghaniensis), red oak (Quercus rubra) and red maple (Acer rubrum).  The northern 

hardwoods timber type is a late successional cover type primarily made up of shade tolerant tree 

species.  This timber type relies on the absence of major disturbance events and instead maintains 

itself through gaps created in the canopy due to timber harvests or natural dieback of the canopy.  

Due to some old growth characteristics, this timber type is very important to animals which use 

cavity trees for nesting or overwintering.  

 

Swamp Conifer stands are made up of Northern white cedar (Tsuga Canadensis), black spruce (Picea 

mariana), or tamarack (Larix larcina). These stands are located on poorly drained soils, typically 

adjacent to or contained within wetlands. These even aged stands are typically grown out to rotation 

age and regenerated using seed tree harvests or strip clear cuts.   

 

Swamp Hardwoods stands are comprised of a combination of black ash (Fraxinus nigra), green ash 

(Fraxinus pennsylvanica), red maple (Acer rubrum), and elms (Ulmus spp.) These stands are located 

on poorly drained soils, typically adjacent to or contained within wetlands. These even aged stands 

are typically grown out to rotation age and regenerated using seed tree harvests or strip clear cuts. 

 

Figure 3: Forest Cover in the Totogatic Wildlife Area. 

Source: WDNR WisFIRS, 2016 

Fisheries   

Species present in the Totogatic Flowage in the 1970s include bluegill, black crappie, pumpkinseed, 

yellow perch, northern pike, black bullhead, walleye, brown bullhead and largemouth bass with the 

323 

580 

29 

232 

Totogatic Wildlife Area Forestry Cover (acres) 

Aspen

Northern Hardwoods

Swamp Conifer

Swamp Hardwoods
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most abundant species being bluegill, pumpkinseed and northern pike.  In the 1980s, WDNR survey 

data showed northern pike were less abundant. Bluegill and largemouth bass were the most 

common species at that time.  Recent fish shocking surveys from 2014 show similar results indicating 

a low-density Northern Pike population, and abundant panfish.  

 
The fish species composition and abundance of the Totogatic Flowage appears to be regulated by 
additions of fish coming from Nelson Lake. Loss of fish in the flowage is primarily due to overwinter 
mortality and to a lesser extent entrainment over the Wozny Road Dam. While some water areas 
around the Wozny Road Dam on the Totogatic and Nelson Lake dam stay open for much of the 
winter, there are very few areas that might have suitable wintering conditions for fish in this small 
shallow flowage. Increasing sedimentation in the flowage will continue this shallow water trend. The 
species composition reflects this with low dissolved oxygen tolerant pumpkinseed being a dominant 
panfish, and northern pike being a dominant predator. It seems likely that most of the bass, crappie, 
and walleye in the Totogatic Flowage are present as a result of influence of Nelson Lake, although 
based on the 2014 survey, that cannot be determined conclusively. None of the species surveyed in 
2014 on the Totogatic Flowage had exceptional size or abundance. Although it should be noted that 
reliable angler reports and previous surveys indicate that the flowage can hold large Northern Pike.  

Wildlife and Habitat   

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is a diverse habitat area for a number of small and large mammals, 

birds, and aquatic organisms. The Bald Eagle is a species of Special Concern and has been known to 

nest on the property. The property is dominated by four primary wildlife habitat groupings: forested 

(as detailed in a previous section), open water/emergent vegetation, deep water, and 

upland/lowland brush habitat.   

 

Table 3, Totogatic River Wildlife Area Land Cover  

Land Cover Type Acreage 
Total Percentage of 
Land Cover 

Aspen 322 12.42 

Developed 1 0.04 

Emergent Vegetation 1062 40.96 

Grassland 11 0.42 

Lowland Shrub 96 3.70 

Shrub 14 0.54 

Swamp Conifer 29 1.12 

Swamp Hardwood 230 8.87 

Upland Conifer 1 0.04 

Upland Hardwood 551 21.25 

Water 276 10.64 

Total Acreage 2593   
   

Source: WDNR WisFIRS 2016 
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Open Water and Emergent Vegetation Habitat 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area was acquired originally for the purpose of creating waterfowl 

habitat for improved hunting opportunities. As the flowage has aged  over the last 60 years and 

broad leaved cattails have taken over the emergent vegetation fringe, habitat has not been as ideal 

as hoped.  Marginal duck nesting habitat surrounds the flowage with poor to marginal waterfowl 

brood habitat quality. Waterfowl mostly use the flowage now for loafing during migration.  Other 

wildlife that utilizes this area includes heron, otter, muskrat, turtle and frog species.  

 

Deep Water Habitat  

The deep water habitat in select areas on the flowage contains mainly pond and water lily, water 

shield, and coontail, but the overall submergent community is fairly diverse with 16 species cataloged 

during summer of 2016 plant surveys.  Floating leaf and submergent leaf plants can be used for food 

sources, cover and reproductive lifecycle fulfillment by amphibians, macroinvertebrates, microscopic 

zooplankton, and the various fish species that inhabit the flowage.  

 

Upland and Lowland Brush Habitat 

The shrubby, alder dominated wetland - upland transitional areas have the potential for providing 

habitat for some waterfowl, small and large mammals such as deer, turkey,  lynx, raccoon, opossum, 

grey wolf, grey fox, black bear, birds like nuthatches, waxwings, warblers, grouse, owls, bald eagles, 

hawk and osprey. Similar wildlife species can be expected in the forested portions of the Totogatic 

River Wildlife Area.  

 

 

Ceded Territory and Tribal Resources 
The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is within the ceded territory of the Ojibwa Tribes. Native American 

tribes are independent, sovereign nations, as they were prior to the arrival of Europeans in North 

America.  The Ojibwa 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.  Treaty rights are currently being 

exercised and implemented. Wild rice has been a central component of Native American culture for 

hundreds of years.  Within Wisconsin’s ceded territory, prior to any actions that could affect wild rice 

abundance or habitat, federal law requires that consultation occur with tribal government leaders via 

the Voigt Task Force.  Sporadic wild rice plants have been periodically observed on the Totogatic 

Flowage. It does not currently sustain enough plants for significant harvesting.  

 

Cultural Resources  
There are no known historical or archaeological sites in the Totogatic River Wildlife Area; however, 

there has been very little survey work in Sawyer County to identify such resources. The State 

Historical Society has stated that the probability of archaeological material being found on or near 
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this property is high given the topography and location. Land disturbing activities on the property 

could encounter archaeological resources (WDNR, 2016).  

 

Recreation 
The flowage is now used more heavily for fishing than waterfowl hunting and is a popular place in 

spring and fall for viewing migrating waterfowl. Osprey nesting platforms have been placed on the 

property. Currently hunting, trapping, fishing, snowshoeing, bird watching, and canoeing are the 

main recreational activities. Cross country skiing occurs as well, although there are no groomed 

trails. Snowmobiles and ATVs are allowed only on designated county routes. Boat launches on the 

upper and lower end allow for public access to the flowage.  The shallow water depths in the 

flowage limit the use of motorized boats, but canoeing and kayaking are popular recreational uses. 

 

Significant Property Management Issues  

Wozny Road Dam 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area includes a state-owned dam at Wozny Road.  The dam is nearing 

the end of useful life and recent third party inspections have indicated that the concrete dam is 

deteriorating and there is seepage in several areas of the adjacent earthen dike. WDNR must repair, 

replace or abandon the dam. To reduce pressure on the dam, the flowage has been partially lowered 

(drawn down) to alleviate pressure on the structure during the planning and decision making 

timeframe.  There are a number of options available to address this issue. Funding has not been 

secured for any of the three options outlined below. 

 

Repair Dam Option 

Repairing would include the patching of the deteriorating concrete, adding and stabilizing rebar and 

alterations to stop-log bays. Repairs have been estimated at approximately $500,000.  

These repairs provide a short-term solution that would extend the life of the structure for about ten 

years.  Concerns with this approach are the high cost with only a short-term return of investment, 

and the lack of the ability to fluctuate the water levels. Although this option prolongs the life of the 

original structure, larger scale structural maintenance and structural concerns would be pushed into 

the future.  Long-term maintenance costs and safety risks would remain with the dam in place.   

 

Reconstruct Dam Option 

Demolishing the existing structure and rebuilding a new dam is another option. A dam with operable 

lift gates could enable routine water level manipulation (full operability) for wildlife management 

purposes. Preliminary cost estimates for this option are 1.3 million dollars.  Some potential benefits 

of this option include the ability to manipulate water levels for seasonal drawdowns that could 

create more emergent plant diversity and provide a tool for combatting invasive species. With this 

option, ecosystem functions and recreation opportunities would be similar to the existing flowage.  
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Some challenges with this option are the overall high cost, long term operation, and maintenance 

costs. Estimates for the replacement of a lift-gate style structure are approximately $1.3 million 

dollars.  The flowage would need to be dewatered before the current dam could be removed and 

rebuilt. The long-term safety risks and maintenance needs with any dam would still exist with this 

option.  

 

Dam Removal Option  

Removing the dam and dike at Wozny Road is a third option for consideration. Cost estimates are 

approximately $300,000 dollars for the concrete and earthen dike removal. The river would be 

expected to return to similar channel width and depth measurements found downstream of the 

Wozny Road dam site.  Potential benefits of this option include potentially adding four miles of state-

designated Wild River.  Fish and mussel passage would likely improve with the removal of the dam 

which can act as a barrier for upstream and downstream organism movement.   Dam removal would 

allow for the uninterrupted flow and exchange of water, energy, sediments and nutrients. The 

restoration of original floodplain wetland functions would also occur. Some of the concerns with 

dam removal are that some areas of the river may be inaccessible for larger motorized watercraft, 

sediment movement downstream, and the open water area for waterfowl may shrink.  

 
Without the Wozny Road Dam in place, fish from Nelson Lake would still populate the Totogatic 

River within the wildlife area. The river would still support a very similar fishery to what exists with a 

downstream dam in place with the likely addition of smallmouth bass. It is possible that if the 

Totogatic Dam were removed, some fish from the Totogatic River could enter the former flowage 

river area, or fish could leave and return seasonally, which could enhance the fishery overall. 

However, those results should not be expressly expected and movement of fish will be dependent 

on the hydrology of the river following dam removal (WDNR, 2016b).  

 

 

Findings and Conclusions 
 

This section summarizes the regional and property-specific data contained in this document, 

including recreational use and ecological significance and presents findings and conclusions that 

highlights the Totogatic River Wildlife Area public use, habitat management opportunities and 

limitations. These findings and conclusions will help guide the development of the future master plan 

by setting the stage for a reasonable range of management and public use alternatives that may be 

considered during the planning process.  

  

Purpose of the Property 

The scope of use and management of a state property is governed by its official designation.  Wildlife 

areas are acquired and managed under the authority of Section 23.09(2)(d)3, Wisconsin Statutes, 

and Chapter NR 1.51, Wisconsin Administrative Code.  They are designated to provide places where 

people can hunt, trap, and fish.   Wildlife areas also are open for traditional outdoor uses of walking, 
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skiing, snow shoeing, nature study, berry picking, and other low-impact recreational activities.  As 

directed by NR 1.51 and NR 1.61, other recreational uses may be allowed on wildlife areas by the 

master plan if those uses do not detract from the primary purpose of the property. 

  

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area was funded by the Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration Act (also 

known as the Pittman-Robertson Act).  This Federal program provides funding collected from an 

excise tax on sporting arms and ammunition) to acquire, develop or manage Wildlife Areas, and it 

comes with guidance to state fish and wildlife agencies based on the authorizing legislation.  The 

statutes and applicable regulations prohibit a state fish and wildlife agency from allowing 

recreational activities and related facilities that would interfere with the purpose for which the State 

acquired, developed, or is managing the land. 

 

Ceded Territory and Tribal Resources 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area lies within the ceded territory of the Ojibwa Tribes.  In the Treaties 

of 1837 and 1854 the Ojibwe Tribes ceded some lands in the northern one-third of Wisconsin to the 

United States Government.  In those treaties, the tribes reserved their rights to hunt, trap, fish and 

gather within various publicly-owned lands.  During a planning process for properties the 

department is required to consult on a government to government basis with tribes retaining off-

reservation hunting, fishing and gathering rights.  While not their only interest, wild rice is of special 

interest to the tribes.   

 

Overview of the Property and Region 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is a 2,658-acre property located approximately 10 miles northwest 

of the city of Hayward, Wisconsin in Sawyer and Washburn counties (Map A).  It is located in a 

regional landscape of extensive forest cover with an abundance of diverse wetlands, scenic and wild 

rivers and a variety of lakes/impoundments with abundant public land and opportunities for outdoor 

recreation.   

 

The wildlife area is mostly forested uplands and marsh with lesser amounts of open water.  The 

flowage, formed by the Wozny Road dam, supports about 1,150 acres of wetland and up to 400 acres 

of open water; but only about 100 to 200 acres of open water are present during the growing 

season.  The property is popular for fishing, hunting and a variety of other outdoor recreational 

activities. 

 

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area project was established in the late 1940s and early 1950s for 

waterfowl habitat.  The current master plan for this property was completed in 1981.  The conditions 

on the property have significantly changed since that time, so the plan is in need of updating. 

 

The Regional Social/Cultural Context 

This region has many seasonal residences dispersed around public waterbodies and it is a draw for 

outdoor recreation with hunting, fishing and camping.  Population density in this area is the lowest in 

the state with 18 people per square mile, but there is a noticeable change in population in the 
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summer due to tourist visitors and seasonal residents.  The population is an older population with 

the in-migration of “baby boomers” retiring near public waterbodies instead of urban areas.  By 

2020, it is estimated that approximately a quarter of region’s population will be over the age of 65 

(APL 2010).  Overall, the region is shifting from manufacturing-based to a service-based economy 

supporting the recreation and tourism influx in the summer/fall months.  

   

Fish and Wildlife, Habitats, and Supporting Infrastructure 

(Current conditions, Management Limitations and Opportunities) 

 Wildlife and Habitat 

The majority of the wildlife area is split between two types of habitat, marsh and upland forest. 

These habitats host a variety of wildlife species including large carnivores and other furbearers, fish, 

herptiles, birds, and invertebrates.  While waterfowl nesting is limited due to the extensive cattail 

marsh, the open water areas are used extensively in the spring and fall by migrating waterfowl.  Bald 

eagles have been observed nesting on the property and Osprey nesting platforms have also been 

constructed. 

 

The upland habitat comprised of a mix of northern hardwoods and aspen with wildlife openings, 

provides excellent habitat for white tailed deer and wild turkey.  Forty-four percent of the property, 

1,165 acres, is forested, primarily a Northern hardwood mix with plentiful wildlife openings.  A small 

complement of swamp conifer and swamp hardwoods (260 acres) adds variety.  While there may be 

some opportunities to make some adjustments to the relative mix of forest types and age classes, 

overall the current habitat appears to be well-suited to the wildlife species and public uses of the 

property. 

 

There are about 1,150 acres of non-forested wetlands and up to 400 acres of shallow open water; 

with only about 100 to 200 acres present during the growing season.  The majority of the wetlands 

are comprised of dense cattail.  Cattails offer only limited wildlife and waterfowl habitat; in 

particular, it is not well suited to duck nesting and brooding.  Waterfowl use of the flowage is 

primarily during the spring/fall migration.  Options for significantly reducing cattails are limited.  

Currently and historically, water levels in the flowage are held at a static level, which favors the 

growth of cattails.  The design of the existing spillway does not allow periodic drawdowns, which are 

a tool that can be used to help manage cattails.  Reconstruction of the spillway would be required to 

allow water level management in the flowage. 

 

Wild rice is a plant of special interest and a priority.  Wild rice is present on the flowage, but it is very 

sparse, mostly single plants here and there in scattered locations.  While increasing the abundance of 

wild rice should be explored, indications are that it may not be well-suited to the current flowage 

environment. 
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Fishery and Aquatic Habitat 

Game fish in the flowage include a variety of panfish, northern pike, walleye, and largemouth bass.  

Recent fish shocking surveys show the northern population is declining, with panfish being the most 

abundant.   

 

Shallow water depths in the flowage limit the available fish habitat for spawning and maintaining 

multiple year age classes.  Average water depth ranges from on half foot to three feet, with a few 

areas dipping to 3 to 6 feet deep.  The primary source of fish replenishing the Totogatic Flowage is 

from Nelson Lake (2,700 acres) just upstream. The two waterbodies mimic each other with fish 

species present, abundance and size.  The flowage has experienced winter fish kills and low 

dissolved oxygen water quality which will likely continue and become more frequent as the flowage 

continues to accumulate sediment.  The future long-term trend for the flowage will be continued 

sediment accumulation and decreasing water depth and habitat quality.   

 

The Dam 

The aging, 64 year old Wozny Road dam is in a deteriorated condition and must be repaired, rebuilt, 

or removed.  Currently, the flowage has been partially drawn down to reduce pressure on the 

structure.  The master planning process must explore each of the potential options and make a 

recommendation on the dam’s future.  

 

Public Use and Opportunities and Needs  

The Totogatic River Wildlife Area is located in a region of abundant public recreation land and 

waterbodies.  With most of the lakes in the area having developed shores, the wildlife area’s natural, 

undeveloped shoreline aesthetics are a special attraction.  In contrast, Nelson Lake, approximately 

2,700 acres, lies immediately upstream and is developed with cottages and has motorized use. 

 

The wildlife area offers a variety of nature-based outdoor activities particularly visitors come to fish, 

hunt, trap, watch birds and wildlife, hike, and paddle the quiet waters of the flowage.  The flowage is 

a popular with local anglers, especially for northern pike.  Two boat launches provide access to the 

flowage, but shallow water limits motor use in several areas.   The trend for decreasing water depths 

will continue in the Totogatic Flowage with likely challenges for recreational access, water quality 

and waterfowl usage.   

 

The Wisconsin Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan (SCORP) for this area indicated 

that survey respondents were looking to have an increase in hiking trails, silent sports, birdwatching, 

and kayaking opportunities.  Other than formal designated hiking trails or a designated wildlife 

viewing area, this property meets all of the desired public uses in its current state.  With the aging 

population there is a demand for increased access for less able persons.  An issue that should be 

reviewed and opportunities assessed. 
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