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Fairgrounds Park Master Plan
Project Overview and Purpose
Location:
The Itasca County Fairgrounds Park is located in Section 16 of T55 north, R25 west in the City of
Grand Rapids.
Grounds Description:
Fairgrounds Park is 82.7 acres in size and is owned by Itasca County. The park consists of several
large barns, multiple buildings, food courts, a Caretakers house, the Mesabi Trailhead Building,
horse arenas, a large campground and a gravel race track.
Background:
The Fairgrounds Park was established in 1907 to provide grounds for the Itasca County Fair. This
property is owned by Itasca County and currently managed by the Itasca County Agricultural
Association through the Itasca County Fair Board and the Itasca County Land Department as a
county park. The Itasca County Board officially established the County Fairgrounds as a county
park in March, 2008. The County Board approved the Itasca County 2012 – 2022 Recreation
Resources Plan in April, 2013. This plan developed Strategies, Goals and Objectives to meet the
growing demand for recreation in Itasca County. Strategy 5 of the County Recreation Resource
plan states “Recreation Planning: The County Parks System facilities need planning and
management documents and ordinances in order to maintain a balance between recreation use and
resource protection for Itasca County residents and visitors.” The Goal is to “Create management
plans for County Parks System facilities.” The Objective is to “Develop a Fairgrounds Park
Management Plan.”
Project Description:
To develop this Master Plan the Itasca County Board of Commissioners established a Taskforce to
work with the public and associated partners to prepare a working plan for the future of the
fairgrounds. Representatives from the City, County, Fair Board, Park Commission, Land
Department and other partners were invited. Public meetings were held on January 14 and 21, 2014
to collect information for the plan. The Itasca County Land Department is responsible for the
development of this draft plan to present to the County Board for approval.
The Taskforce collected an inventory of the buildings, utilities, and facilities in the fairgrounds and
a list of current and future partners was established to determine needs and responsibilities. Current
conditions of the grounds and buildings were identified to help determine future plans. Plans from
the City, County, and the Fair Board were also studied.
Landscape needs, storm water controls, and beautification of the grounds are also a part of this
document. In the future contracts and agreements will need to be adjusted to fit the Plan. Policies
and procedures will be established to provide a clear understanding for the future. General and
major maintenance recommendations are part of the plan. Public recreation use and management
of the grounds will be incorporated into the plan to help guide the county management of the
Fairgrounds Park. Capital improvements and timelines will be developed, along with financial
planning and projections.
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Vision and Mission
The new Fairgrounds Planning Taskforce developed a vision and mission statement for the
Fairgrounds Park Master Plan.
Vision for the Itasca County Fairgrounds Park:
The crown jewel of the Itasca County Park System
Mission Statement
The mission for the Fairgrounds Park Master Plan is to provide guidance for the
ongoing development and operation of the Fairgrounds Park as a treasured
community recreational resource while preserving its environmental integrity for
present and future generations to enjoy.
Future use of the Fairgrounds Park Master Plan:
The Fairgrounds Park Master Plan will provide a basic framework for the future management of
the Fairgrounds Park. The County Park System will use this plan to develop annual goals and
objectives to manage the grounds and facilities to meet the goals of this plan. Priorities will be to
keep the park in good condition and to keep park users informed and safe. The Master Plan will
be periodically updated to meet the growing demands of the public while preserving the natural
character of this urban park setting.

Return to Table Of Contents
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Itasca County Fairgrounds Park
Executive Summary
The Itasca County Fairgrounds Park is located in Section 16 of T55 north, R25 west, in the City of
Grand Rapids. The Fairgrounds Park is 82.7 acres in size and is owned by Itasca County. The park
consists of several large barns, multiple buildings, food courts, a Caretakers house, the Mesabi
Trailhead Building, horse arenas, a large campground and a gravel race track. The Itasca County
Agricultural Association (ICAA) was established in 1892 to provide management for the Itasca
County Fair activities. The current fairgrounds provided for the fair activities in 1907. The Itasca
County Board officially established the County Fairgrounds as a county park in March 2008. The
County Parks System facilities require planning, management documents and ordinances in order
to maintain a balance between recreational use and resource protection for Itasca County residents
and visitors.
To develop this Master Plan the Itasca County Board of Commissioners established a task force to
work with the public and associated partners. The task force included local partners that have a
stake in the activities of the park and elected officials. During the early meetings the task force
developed a vision and mission statement for the Fairgrounds Park Master Plan. They hired Applied
Insights (North) to facilitate public comment meetings which were held in January 2014 to collect
information for the plan. The first public comment meeting was held with members of user groups
that have had a long history of activities at the Fairgrounds Park. Most of the comments from this
group focused on building and facility rental, fees, and maintenance. The second meeting was held
with the general public to gather information about how the public used the fairgrounds and their
thoughts on the grounds and facilities.

User Group Comments
Most of the comments from the user group meeting indicated that the general management of the
facilities and grounds has been good. The Itasca County Agricultural Association has been
operating the events on the fairgrounds property since 1907. Organizing these events while
protecting the nature of the fairgrounds can be very challenging. In addition, the Fairgrounds Park
has many different uses throughout the year, creating a very complex management position that is
too difficult for any one organization. The User group commented that the responsibilities for both
the county and the agricultural association should be better defined with possible changes to the
agreement between the two. The user group stated the need to have fees for building and facility
rental consistent and publicized. There were also comments to encourage better utilization of the
Trailhead Building as a trail information and education center. Comments were also made to
consider a no fee policy for use of the Trailhead Building for educational youth training activities.
Some of the group felt that the campground has been under-utilized in the past and suggestions
were made to provide improved signage and advertising to let the public know about this facility.
A few campsites could be improved with electric and water hookups. Several comments were
made about the need to publicize the events, facility cost, and general information about the
fairgrounds with links from places such as the county website, the Grand Rapids Area Chamber of
Commerce, and the Mesabi Trail web page. Improved trail signage is needed to help guide visitors
in and out of the fairgrounds property. Some type of welcoming sign needs to be provided to
welcome visitors into the community and to provide them with information and maps about local
services and amenities that are available in the surrounding area.
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The user group had more insight into the physical makeup of the buildings and grounds than the
general public and they were asked to sketch out or comment on changes that may be needed to the
grounds and facilities. Several comments were made about better utilization of the Trailhead
Building to include youth safety training, trail information site, and as a point of education for the
environment and history of the area. Most participants were very happy with the overall
maintenance of the grounds and buildings and they encouraged the county to continue to provide
well maintained green space and to keep the buildings maintained at a high level. Comments were
also made about the need to improve the maintenance on the current rain gardens to keep them in
good working order. Both public meetings showed strong support for the concept of the acquisition
of adjacent or nearby properties. Plans have been started to acquire adjacent properties to help
provide buffers around the park and for future needs. The user group was asked to provide a list of
improvements that need to be done on the grounds and buildings. For the detailed list, see
Appendix B from the Applied Insights report. This report provides specific needs or wishes that
have been identified and should be reviewed when a detailed site management plan is developed.

General Public Comments
Many of the comments from the general public meeting were similar to those of the user group
meeting. However, the general public meeting brought out new ideas that should be explored.
Comments from the general public were more focused on improved marketing of the Fairgrounds
Park and future opportunities that may be available. This group felt that a marketing plan should
be developed to provide a connection to other marketing groups throughout the county. Although
there were comments about the under-utilization of the campground, there were also comments
about the protection of the natural setting of the campground. It was suggested that an on-sight
manager and/or campground host be available to the public for information about camping and
events held on the grounds.
Where possible, improved accessibility measures should be implemented as improvements and
repairs are made. Future opportunities that were listed include space for indoor programs and
seminars, consideration of an outdoor amphitheater, an information and interpretative center at the
Trailhead Building, and acquisition of additional land when available.
Many more details in the “Applied Insights” report can be read in Appendix B and in the
Management Plan section of this master plan. Some of the ideas that have been strongly echoed
throughout this process will be considered in the first phase of implementation of the Master Plan.
Other thoughts and ideas will be brought forward as this plan is reviewed in the future. This master
plan should be reviewed annually and should be revised every five years to show improvements
completed and to develop new goals.

Recommendations Summary
The following is a list of the recommendations to enhance the management, beauty, and future of
the Fairgrounds Park.
 Build and strengthen the relationship between Itasca County and the Itasca County
Agricultural Association (ICAA).
 Develop an ordinance for the Fairgrounds Park Property.
 Review and update lease agreement between Itasca County and the ICAA.
o Clarify expectations for maintenance of structures on park grounds.
o Clarify each party’s responsibility for management of the park.
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Develop standardized fees for building and facility rental to be approved by the County
Board each year and publicize fees (county web site and the ICAA web site, Facebook
etc.).
Develop a long term capital improvement plan and budget for existing and future needs.
Acquire additional lands adjacent/near the park to accommodate future needs and protect
current use.
Make improvements to the Trailhead Building to align with its intended purpose
o Add area history and other community info for visitors.
o Seasonal staff or the campground host could be located here.
o Utilize Trailhead Building for more community training and programs such as
youth ATV and snowmobile safety training.
o Develop park and trail interpretation program.
Develop a marketing plan
o Publicize Park rental fees on the County and ICAA web sites.
o Improve signage at the park and out in the community to enhance public
awareness of the park and hosted events.
Improve ADA accessibility of park grounds.
Study utilization of campground to determine need for expansion.
Provide an on-site manager/campground host.

Return to Table Of Contents
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Fairgrounds Park
History
Itasca

County was organized by the

Minnesota State Legislature on March 7,
1891. In that same year the Village of Grand
Rapids was incorporated by the voters of the
area. The first official County Board of
Commissioners declared Grand Rapids as the
temporary county seat. In 1892, the Itasca
County Agricultural Association was
organized and held the first county fair in the
busy neighboring community of LaPrairie.
After Grand Rapids became the official
permanent county seat on December 30,
1892, the county fair was to be moved to
Grand Rapids. For the next few years, fair
activities were moved to different locations
around Grand Rapids. In 1903, the Itasca
County Board purchased property in the
northeast part of Grand Rapids for the future
site of a new county “Poor Farm”.

Kick-in Country Dancers

Aerial photo 1947 Horse Track

It wasn’t until 1907 that this property officially
became the home for the County Fairgrounds.
The first building was constructed on the grounds
and the first fair was held in the new location that
fall. Several more changes occurred in the next
few years. A campground was developed and a
new horse race track was constructed in 1908.
Many new building were constructed between
1907 and the early 1950s to support agricultural
and horticultural groups for the fair displays.
Around 1934, a new grandstand was constructed
near the current race track area. This grandstand
was later replaced in 1950 and the first stock car
race was held in 1954. Around 1973 the
grandstands were destroyed by fire and funds
were collected by the Agricultural Association
and from the Blandin Foundation to rebuild
them in 1974.
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The Agricultural Association has had a caretaker on the
grounds most of the time since 1919. The caretaker of the
grounds was provided a house on the grounds; however by
around 1989, the house was condemned by the fire marshal
and destroyed. The following year a house which had been
owned by Ida Merwin, was donated to the county from the
City of Grand Rapids and it was moved from the old Itasca
Hospital property to the fairgrounds. The fairgrounds
property has been well maintained and new structures have
been built to replace some of the buildings that were built in
the 1930s and 1940s. New restroom facilities, the gazebo,
and several commercial buildings were constructed in the
Caretaker House
1980s and 1990s. During the mid to late 1990s, several
areas on the grounds were upgraded with handicap accessible trails and ramps to provide better
access to the buildings and facilities.
During the summer of 2002, plans were developed and construction began on the Trailhead
Building, located in the central part of the Park. Funds for this building came from several state
and federal recreation grant programs. The building was built to provide visitor information and
facilities for the users of the Mesabi Bike Trail, the Itasca Bike Trail, and the Taconite Snowmobile
Trail. Several new upgrades to some of the buildings in the park were made between 2005 and
2012. The old fair board office building was removed and replaced with a new 4-H food concession.
The Corn Palace was dismantled and replaced with a new metal building. The County Board
officially designated the Fairgrounds Park
as a county park in 2008. This change
allows for the management of the Park to
fall under the direction of the Land
Department through its County Park
System division. These new changes
precipitated the need for the Fairgrounds
Park Master Plan.
Information from Chapter Three of: Rottsolk, James E.
1960. Pines, Mines, and Lakes - The Story of Itasca
County Minnesota. Itasca County Historical Society. p. 1019. And notes from local historian Brian Carlson.

(See Appendix A for more history)
Trailhead Building

Return to Table Of Contents
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Setting and Regional Analysis
Community Setting
Most county fairgrounds are located within their respective county seats and Itasca’s is no
exception. The Itasca County Fairgrounds Park is situated on the north side of Grand Rapids along
the northeast shore of Crystal Lake.
Originally the Fairgrounds Park was in what was then a relatively undeveloped part of the city.
There was some urban residential immediately to the south near the lake, lower density residential
to the east along Ridgewood Road, and a string of homes along the north side of the lake. To the
north and northwest was undeveloped land then owned by mining company interest. The Old
Soldiers Cemetery was and still is a quarter mile to the northeast.
Today the neighborhood around the site reflects the outward growth of Grand Rapids. Residential
development has filled in especially along the fairgrounds’ southern boundary where the Murphy
School neighborhood has grown northward up to Ridgewood Road. The scattering of homes to the
northeast along Soldiers Lane have been joined by several dozen homes with platted space for
more.
The area to the north remains undeveloped although the Mesabi Trail now enters the fairgrounds
from this direction. Also, new residential development along 20th Street North extends from
McKinney Lake eastward towards the fairgrounds. Figure #1 shows the Fairgrounds Park and
surrounding community as it exists today.1

Fig. #1: Fairgrounds Park Vicinity
Today

1

Figure #1 image: Google Earth, image date 8/21/2013, accessed 3/5/2015.
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As to the future, there is nothing to suggest that Fairgrounds Park is anything but a desired enduring
asset to the city. Recently Grand Rapids updated its comprehensive plan. The plan shows
Fairgrounds Park remaining at its current extent. Around the site suburban-style residential
development is promoted to the north and west with additional multi-family residential
development to the northwest.
Figure #2 shows the future land use around the Fairgrounds Park2 as proposed in the plan.

Fig. #2: Future Land
Use

Suburban Residential
Multi-Family
Residential
Park & Recreation
Fairgrounds Park
Traditional
Neighborhood

Last year the city completed construction of the new roundabout intersection for Crystal Lake
Boulevard, Fairgrounds Road, and Ridgewood Road. This project vastly improved the safe flow of
traffic around and through this area while maintaining the integrity of the Fairgrounds Park property
and enhancing access to it.

2

City of Grand Rapids Comprehensive Plan, July 2011, Figure 4-6, pg 4-20.
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Social Economic Setting
The Fairgrounds Park is of value to Itasca County and its residents in many ways. Through the
annual county fair and other community activities, the site acts as a great gathering place for
residents and visitors. It provides facilities used throughout the year by county organizations and is
a one-of-a-kind venue for many events. Many of these events and activities also draw visitors into
the county and it is the economic impact generated by these visitors that is the focus of this chapter.
This chapter is a general assessment of the new money spent in Itasca County by non-county
residents and vendors as a result of activities at the Fairgrounds Park. This is not a detailed
economic impact analysis, but it offers insights into the nature and general magnitude of the impact.
This assessment begins with an overview of the economic impact of tourism to Itasca County’s
economy as a way to provide the context for events at Fairgrounds Park.

Value of Tourism to Itasca County
In 2002, the Tourism Center of the University of Minnesota Extension Service analyzed Itasca
County’s tourism market. While this information is more than a decade old and the exact numbers
are doubtless outdated, the basic nature of the tourism impacts probably remains essentially
unchanged. An updated analysis is currently being prepared.
According to the survey from the 2002 analysis, the top five reasons visitors came to Itasca County
were: outdoor recreation (19%), business (18%), visiting friends/relatives (14%), general leisure
(11%) and festivals/events (8%).3 The county fair and other activities at Fairgrounds Park fall in
the latter category.
In 2002 the average visitor spent nearly $82 per day. The dollar amount is no doubt different today
but the distribution of expenditures is probably quite similar:








Lodging (46% of expenditures)
Restaurants/bars (17%)
Shopping (13%)
Transportation including fuel (9%)
Groceries (7%)
Recreation or attractions (4%)
Miscellaneous (4%)

A second part of the analysis focused on how local business owners perceived the impact of tourism
on their operations. Among the findings were:



On a scale of 1-5 with 5 being Very Important, lodging businesses rated tourism a 4.20
regarding its importance to their business’ success. For all businesses the rating was 3.62.
Overall, 53% of businesses said that more than half their gross sales revenue was
attributable to tourism.

Findings reported in this section are from “Evaluation of the Tourism Market & Development Potential of
the Itasca Area”, Final Report, University of Minnesota Extension Service Tourism Center; September 2002.
3
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o For resorts and campgrounds the figure rose to 91%.
o Lodging -- 86%.
o Entertainment and attractions -- 31%
o Food service -- 27%
o Retail/service – 21%
The third part of the analysis involved attitudes of county residents toward tourism. When asked
which attractions would most enhance the lives of residents and attract tourists, the top five
responses were:
 Outdoor recreation (59%)
 Trails (35%)
 Greater dining variety (33%)
 Historic attractions (30%)
 Festivals (26%)
Again, the type of activities generally held at Fairgrounds Park would fall into the festival category.
Among those concerns residents identified regarding growth in tourism that might relate to
activities at Fairgrounds Park were traffic congestion (16% of the respondents) and increased
pollution (10%).
On the other hand, residents saw many benefits to tourism including: a more healthy local economy
(32%), brings new money into the economy (27%), employment opportunities (26%), and greater
variety of goods and services (14%).
The analysis stated that in general residents tended to agree that:







Tourism increased quality of life in the area
Tourism helps balance the economy
More tourists should be encouraged to come
Plans should be developed to control growth
Overall benefits outweigh negative impacts
Tourism is very important to the community

Activities at Fairgrounds Park
Outside of activities by local organizations that are strictly for area residents such as monthly
meetings or weddings and other family gatherings, most of the events occurring at Fairgrounds
Park can be considered festivals or events to which non-county visitors are directly or indirectly
promoted to attend. These can be loosely grouped into four categories: large annual events; events
held many times during a season or the year; small annual or recurring events that do not charge
admission or a gate fee; and irregularly scheduled large events.
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The following briefly describes these events and offers insights into the nature of their likely impact
on the county’s economy.4
There are two activities in the category of large annual events:




Itasca County Fair
o This is the largest event held at the site involving a wide range of activities. It is
operated by the Itasca County Agriculture Association.
o Attendance is estimated at 25,0005
o Visitors come from all over northern Minnesota with an estimated 75% being
Itasca County residents.
o Multiple economic activities are involved including: parking fees, grandstand
admissions, vendor fees, food sales, costs to prepare and maintain the site during
the event, camping fees, purchases by vendors and participants (e.g., people
showing animals) within the community, and lodging. A number of county
organizations generate significant amounts of income through food sales and site
support.
Northern Minnesota Swap Meet and Car Show
o This event began as a vintage car show and a place for auto enthusiasts to swap
and buy parts, gear, and other auto-oriented items. Over the years, more and more
vendors came to sell an amazing range of collectibles, antiques and crafts. The
two-day event occupies the entire site.
o Over 250 vendors set up at the event. There is no paid admission but a $5/car
parking fee is charged and last year roughly 3,000 tickets were sold; at 2 to 3 people
per vehicle this would mean at least 6,000 – 9,000 attended, not including walkins.
o An estimated 75% of the vendors come from outside the county, with many from
all over the state and nation; no firm estimate on visitors is available, but a 50/50
split between county and out-of-county residents would be reasonable.
o The economic impact of the event is similar to the fair however this event brings
large numbers of people (mainly vendors) staying in area hotels and motels and
the fairgrounds campsite is full.

A number of activities fall into the category of small annual or recurring events:


Grand Rapids Speedway
o The Speedway organization conducts 24 races and events per year, including three
during the annual fair. The group uses the site more than any other single entity.
o Each race night features five race classes with 20-22 cars participating in each
class; each car has a crew of three to four people including the driver; this means

4

Information on events generated by telephone interviews with representatives of the respective
organizations.
5
Except where noted differently county fair attendance figures are from Minnesota Federation of County
Fairs (MFCF) database updated 2/16/2015. An estimate for the Itasca fair done for this master plan
suggests the MFCF figure may be low; this estimate calculated 26,400 people arriving by car and paying
the parking fee to which must be added people who walk onto the site.
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300-440 participants are at each event. In addition, 300-400 spectators attend for
an annual crowd of 7,200 to 9,600 (with many being repeat visitors).
o Drivers and crews come from the entire region and spectators are probably evenly
split between county and non-county residents.
o Economic impact, outside of revenue generated for Fairgrounds Park and several
vendors, probably focuses on restaurant and beverage sales and gasoline
purchases. There are probably a limited number of overnight stays and the
frequency of the events probably diminishes in-town shopping for any given race
night, although regional residents may use one or more of the occasions for regular
shopping in Grand Rapids.
Northwoods Saddle Club Horse Shows
o The club holds four horse shows every summer.
o Each show draws 150-200 contestants plus family and friends. Spectators are
encouraged to attend, but with no admission or parking fees charged the number
cannot be estimated but it is low.
o Roughly 50-75% of participants are from outside the county and most are within a
two-three hour drive of Grand Rapids.
o Most participants stay on the grounds with their animals. Some of the family and
friends will stay in area lodging. There will be expenditures for gas, food, and some
shopping.
Itasca Sunset Saddle Club Annual Horse Show
o In addition to the Annual Horse Show, the club conducts a variable number of
clinics.
o The Horse Show attracts roughly 120 riders and the clinics draw from 25-50
participants. Spectators are encouraged to attend the horse show, but with no
admission or parking fees charged, the number cannot be estimated but it is low.
o Horse Show participants come from across the state and are joined by family and
friends. Participants in the clinics tend to be from around the region. In both cases,
most of the participants are from outside the county.
o Most participants stay on the grounds with their animals. Some of the family and
friends will stay in area lodging. There are expenditures for gas, food, and some
shopping.
Itasca Rabbit Breeders Annual Show
o The club, which is the oldest of its kind in the state, holds an annual exhibition.
o Approximately 100 exhibiters, families and friends show each year. Spectators are
encouraged to attend, but with no admission or parking fees charged, the number
cannot be estimated but it is low.
o Roughly 80% of the exhibiters are from outside the county, including some from
adjacent states and Canada.
o Some exhibitors stay on-site, but many use several local hotels and motels. There
are expenditures for food, gas and probably some shopping.
Blue Grass Festival
o 2015 will be the 26th year that Lloyd LaPlant, family and friends have held this
free music event.
o Roughly 80-90 players and spectators attend each year.
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Participating musicians come from all over Minnesota, Wisconsin, North and
South Dakota and Canada.
o This is more of a gathering of like-minded musicians than a formal event. Most
people stay on site at the campgrounds and there is a potluck dinner Saturday night.
Local cultural impact probably is extensive but economic impact limited to
expenditures for gas, some food, and maybe some shopping.
Mounted Shooters Event
o The annual shooting from horseback event is the longest running one of its kind in
Minnesota.
o Between 75 and 90 riders participate along with family and friends. Spectators are
encouraged to attend but with no admission or parking fees charged the number
cannot be estimated but it is low.
o Most participants are from outside the county with riders from all over the state,
Wisconsin, North and South Dakota and Iowa.
o Most if not all contestants stay on site to be near their horses; some of their friends
and family stay in local motels and hotels. There are expenditures for food, gas
and some shopping.
Itasca County 4H Club Regional Event
o Annual 4H regional event.
o Number of participants varies from 30-100.
o Attendees are members of 4H clubs from around the region.
o Economic impact is limited due to low numbers.

There is one good example of an irregularly scheduled large event that has been at Fairgrounds
Park several times.
 North Star Expo
 Minnesota Timber Producers’ North Star Expo.
 Roughly 100 vendors and 2,000 visitors attend this annual event which has been
held at the Fairgrounds a number of times.
 Vendors are from all over Minnesota while visitors are mainly from the region;
more than half of visitors likely are from outside the county.
 The Expo selects host sites based on local lodging capacity (must have 75-100
rooms) since most vendors and event staff stay off-site, along with, the quality of
the site. In addition to lodging the economic impact includes food and beverages
and shopping.

Comparison with Other Fairgrounds
To help put Fairgrounds Park into a larger perspective, a number of other such facilities in
Minnesota were examined. Of particular interest is ownership and management arrangements and
the number and type of events in addition to the annual county fair. The sites reviewed included all
adjoining counties and an equal number located in outstate counties scattered around the state.
Bearing in mind that this is a non-statistical sampling of county fairgrounds, the following findings
were generated by the review:
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1. Four of the ten sites are county owned, two of which operate under the county park system
and two primarily managed by the county agriculture association. The others are owned by
the respective agriculture association.
2. All but one is located within the corporate limits of a city. Nearly all are on the fringes of
the communities.
3. All see the need for enhanced multiple-use, year-round capability of their sites and facilities
but few are in this position.
4. Nearly all have events in addition to the annual county fair aimed at attracting non-county
residents but only a couple seem to be exceptionally aggressive and successful at this.
5. Only one facility has a full-time site manager for whom a major portion of his job is to
attract events.
The following provides general information for each of the sites reviewed beginning with the five
adjoining counties.6






6
7

Aitkin County
o The fairgrounds are in Aitkin abutting the Mississippi River on the north and a
commercial area to the south.
o County owns and books events; fair association operates and maintains the
grounds.
o Count fair attendance:11,000
o Music festival is especially oriented at attracting visitors; other events include
garage sales, Girl Scouts activities, Relay for Life, horse shows and auctions.
o Recognizes that all counties desire to gain more multiple use of site and buildings
and have activities that attract crowds generating income for site and area. A new
food service building is slated for 2016/17 and a new horse barn is planned.
Beltrami County
o Once located within Bemidji, the fairgrounds are now a half-dozen miles outside
the city to the northeast.
o Site is owned by county and designated a county park. The Agriculture association
raises money to construct and maintain buildings, and, it promotes and manages
event scheduling.
o County fair attendance: 27,000
o Several events are aimed at attracting non-county visitors (including): trappers
annual convention, “wild west” shoots, rodeo, high school rodeo, annual horse
show and an occasional circus.
o There is no formal master plan for the site, but they prepare long range budgets.
Cass County
o There are two fairs in Cass County. The designated one is located on the north
side of Pine River along TH 371.
o The City of Pine River owns the site. The buildings are owned by the fair
association which maintains the site.
o County fair attendance: 8-10,0007

Information on fairs was generated by telephone interviews with representatives of the sites.
Source: MFCF 2014 database.
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The Blue Grass Festival is a large event and attracts many visitors. There are
several 4H activities, a high school rodeo and various community events. They are
pursuing a large competitive bike racing event.
o There is no formal master plan to tackle a list of needed improvements. Major
capital improvements are not feasible at this time.
Koochiching County
o There are two fairs in the county but the official one is in Northome, located on the
north edge of town.
o Site and buildings are owned by the Koochiching County Fair Association.
o County fair attendance: 4,0008
o Location of site near where three counties meet means that most events draw noncounty spectators. In addition to the fair, they have a music concert, mounted
shooting event, and animal clinics.
o Roughly 15 years ago this site almost closed due to low fair attendance. The now
revitalized group has refocused the fair on emphasizing activities for visitors. It is
actively seeking other events with the goal of making the site an event center for
the area.
St. Louis County
o There are several fairs in the county but the largest one is located in Chisholm.
This site is a relatively remote area separated from the city proper by a four lane
highway and an industrial area.
o Site is owned by the State as part of the Minnesota Discovery Center property; fair
association is responsible for maintenance.
o County fair attendance: 30,000
o A variety of other events on the site attracts both county residents and visitors.
o There is no formal master plan for the site but necessary improvements are
included in the annual budget.
Becker County
o Centrally located within Detroit Lakes.
o Fair Association owns the property; city-owned ice arena is on adjoining land and
is used during the fair.
o County fair attendance: 30,000
o There are a number of non-fair events that generate minor amounts of revenue.
They include water carnival, demolition derby, and tractor pulls.
o Due to limited county support, the fair association sells many sponsorships for the
fair and seeks to always have one-years’ worth of costs in savings.
Polk County
o Fairgrounds are not in the county seat of Crookston but the small town of Fertile.
o Owned and managed by the Polk County Agriculture Association.
o County fair attendance: 52,000
o The site is admittedly underutilized. There is little activity on the site outside of
the fair. This is due in part to the site’s location far from the county seat and the
lack of any buildings usable year-round.

Source: Koochiching County Fair Association.
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The fair is hugely successful due to solid local involvement and its ability to draw
from the large Grand Forks/East Grand Forks area.
Rice County
o Located within Faribault as part of a larger park complex.
o County owns the site but fair board makes decisions and manages the site.
o County fair attendance: 55,000
o Non-fair activities vary widely from year to year and few are geared to attracting
non-county visitors. They hold several state-wide 4H demonstration events. At one
time a local gymnastics group rented a building for the entire year, except during
the fair, but they outgrew the facility.
o Fair board and county are in formative stages of creating a master plan.
Douglas County
o Situated on the fringe of Alexandria with some residential on two sides.
o Douglas County Agriculture Association owns most of the site and buildings; city
owns part of the land. County has little role in the facility.
o County fair attendance: 43,000
o There are a number of events each year that draw non-county visitors including
regular auto races, Shriners Circus, snowmobile races, wood carving/decoy event,
vintage car show, and horseshoe tournament.
o Association is going through reorganization in wake of retirement of the long-time
manager; management group now consists of a recording secretary and eight taskspecific committees.
McLeod County
o Site is a complex of multi-purpose, year-round use buildings located within
Hutchinson on its southwest side abutting residential and industrial land, as well
as the airport.
o County owns site and buildings and manages it except for the one month for the
fair.
o County fair attendance: 32,000
o Many large events aimed at attracting non-county visitors are held including trade
shows, an RV show, home and garden show, a gun show, state/regional dog shows,
Orange Spectacular, state garlic festival, and truck/tractor pulls.
o This facility clearly stands apart from all the others. It has a full-time county
manager under the park department with additional part-time support staff. It is the
major event venue for the community with facilities capable of handling large
parties, gatherings and events. A private entity operates a catering service out of
the commercial grade kitchen. Every building is capable of year-round multipleuse. The site is relatively new; it was built in 1992 after the 3M Company
purchased the former site.

Return to Table Of Contents
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Laws, Plans, and Agreements
The following laws, plans, and agreements provide the basis for developing the fairgrounds
as a county park. The current lease agreement between the County and the Itasca County
Agricultural Association (ICAA) will be revised during this planning process. Excerpts
from the Grand Rapids City Comprehensive Plan and the County Recreational Resources
Plan have been added to provide additional insight.
County Park Law – MS #398.31 to 398.36
(Appendix C)
The Itasca County Fairgrounds Park was officially designated as a County Park in 2008 by
the Itasca County Board. The Fairgrounds Park now falls under the Minnesota Statute #
398.31 to 398.36 which allows the County to designate county parks and it provides a
means to expend county funds for park purposes. Minnesota Statute #389.31 to 398.36
provides for the establishment, acquisition, and funds for county park facilities by the
County Board.
Itasca County Agricultural Society Law – MS # 38.01 to 38.38
(Appendix D)
Minnesota Statute # 38.01 to 38.38 provides for the establishment, funding, and rules to
create and operate a County Agricultural Association.
Itasca County/ICAA Lease Agreement
(Appendix E)
The lease agreement between Itasca County and the Itasca County Agricultural Association
is attached. This agreement was developed to manage the Fairgrounds Park. Itasca County
owns the buildings and grounds at the Fairgrounds Park and the Itasca County Agricultural
Association has provided maintenance and management for the buildings and grounds
through this agreement. The copy in appendix E is from 2014. The most current copy can
be obtained from the County Administration Office.
Grand Rapids City Comprehensive Plan
(Appendix F)
The Comprehensive Plan is the policy guide the City of Grand Rapids uses to set forth its
future land use and development activities. Planning is an ongoing attempt to guide future
development or redevelopment in order to solve and avoid problems, meet future needs,
and create new opportunities to enhance community life, the region’s economy, and its
environmental quality. The Comprehensive Plan is a dynamic document that represents an
ongoing opportunity for community members and the city to discuss issues of concern and
to reassess the direction the community wishes to pursue.
Itasca County Recreation Resource Plan (excerpt)
(Appendix G)
Itasca County’s Recreation Resource Plan provides the county with a framework to
develop long-term plans and identify short-term priorities regarding county recreation
resources. The plan is designed to maintain a balance between recreation facilities and the
protection of valuable natural resources.
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Itasca County Comprehensive Land Use Plan (excerpt)
(Appendix H)
The County Comprehensive Land Use Plan is the policy framework Itasca County uses to
guide its land use activities. Unplanned development often results in conflicting land uses
or undesirable impacts on natural resources. This excerpt references recreational
activities on land use planning.

Return to Table Of Contents
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PARTNERS, CONTRIBUTORS, AND PARK USERS
The Itasca County Fairgrounds Park is a unique public space that is used for the annual
county fair and for a host of year-around activities. Located within the City of Grand
Rapids, local citizens and visitors can be seen on the grounds at any time of the year.
Several organizations use the grounds to invite participants to the activities that are
important to their group. Some group activities are held only once a year; however, most
groups schedule activities several times during spring, summer, and fall seasons. The
Fairgrounds Park property provides a trailhead for the Taconite Snowmobile Trail, the
Mesabi Bike Trail, and the Itasca Bike Trail, all of which leave the park to unique
destinations. The grounds feature an oval race track, a horse arena, a public campground,
and buildings for indoor activities, open green space and numerous exhibit buildings.
Several partners and users have established an ongoing relationship to the Fairgrounds Park
by managing events, providing services, using the grounds, or by financial support through
grants or donations. Following is a list of some of the partners and their connection to the
Fairgrounds Park.
Itasca County
Itasca County is the local unit of government responsible for the buildings and property at
the Fairgrounds Park. The county provides financial support and management guidance
for the park property. Itasca County manages the Trailhead Building and the associated
bike trail that leaves the park to the north. The county developed the Itasca Trail in 1994
to create a regional park and trail system to connect the Fairgrounds Park with Gunn Park
also owned by Itasca County. The trail between the two parks is approximately 6.5 miles
long and shares the corridor with the Mesabi Bike Trail and the Taconite Snowmobile Trail.
The Fairgrounds Park is heavily used by both Itasca County residents and visitors.
Itasca County Agricultural Association
Itasca County Agricultural Association (ICAA) was established in 1892 for the holding of
the annual Itasca County Fair and for the general promotion of agriculture, horticulture,
and animal husbandry. The Association is governed by a board of directors elected by the
members during the annual membership meeting in November.
The Itasca County Agricultural Association maintains the Itasca County Fairgrounds Park,
which includes the campgrounds, all buildings on the grounds, and the grounds themselves.
The Association takes space requests for the events that are held at the fairgrounds
throughout the year and assists those events.
The Association strives to maintain the long standing tradition of the county fair and its
historic value to Itasca County.
City of Grand Rapids
Located within the City of Grand Rapids, the Itasca County Fairgrounds and the City
have enjoyed a collaboration dating back to 1907 when the property was established as a
fairgrounds. This partnership continues today in many forms.
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The city is the road authority within the fairgrounds and as a result, the city’s public works
and engineering departments work closely with stakeholder groups during event planning.
During these many public events, temporary traffic signs are installed by city crews, streets
are cleaned and swept, and additional traffic control is maintained.
There is also cooperation on storm water treatment between the county and city. Nearly 80
acres of fairgrounds property are subject to the city’s storm water utility program. The two
governmental entities work together to improve storm water infrastructure and reduce
government expenses.
Other areas of city-county partnership at the fairgrounds site include lakeshore clean up
that promotes the health of Crystal Lake, maintenance of the south parking lot for more
than a decade, installation assistance for the Mesabi Arch Trail sign and the veteran’s flag
pole, campgrounds dumping station service at no cost to the county each year and
partnership with Minnesota Power on Christmas tree pick up at the fairgrounds. In addition,
the city worked with nearby property owners, the county and all stakeholder groups to
reach consensus on a plan for road improvements to the south end of the Midway, resulting
in safety improvements for pedestrians and vehicles, better traffic flow and water quality
enhancements.
MN DNR
The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) has a relationship with the Itasca
County Fairgrounds Park in two areas. The first one goes back many years and is tied to
the Itasca County Fair. DNR has participated in the Itasca County Fair for many decades
and was originally housed in the log Conservation building (now the Fine Arts Building).
That relationship included fish tanks and displays until a few years ago when the tanks
deteriorated and were not replaced. The DNR was moved from the original Conservation
building into another log structure to the east.
DNR trails are connected to the fairgrounds through the Taconite State Trail which begins
at the fairgrounds and runs to Ely, MN (Built in 1984). DNR was also involved in the
development of the hard surface bike trail which originally ran to Gunn Park from the
fairgrounds. A portion of that is now part of the Mesabi Regional Bike Trail.
The DNR, through grants to the county, contributed funding toward the development of
the Trailhead building. While not directly involved in the operation of the Trailhead
building, DNR recognizes its value and potential as it relates to the trails and the recreation
activities at the fairgrounds.
Mesabi Trail (Regional Bike Trail System)
The Mesabi Trail is an asphalt trail, starting in Grand Rapids at the Fairgrounds Park and
currently traverses 115 miles along the Iron Range to points beyond Giant’s Ridge. There
are plans to connect the trail to Ely in the next few years. The Mesabi Trail is managed
with a joint venture between the Itasca County Regional Railroad Authority and the St.
Louis/Lake County Regional Rail Authority. Through groups like the Friends of the
Mesabi, special bike ride events are arranged to either leave or finish in Grand Rapids at
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the Fairgrounds Park. The large size of this Park allows for large group gatherings and
camping on site. The Mesabi Trail draws visitors to the Park from around the United States.
West Range Racing Inc.
The Speedway organization conducts 24 races and events per year, including three during
the annual fair. The group uses the site more than any other single entity. Each race night
features five race classes with 20-22 cars participating in each class; each car has a crew of
three to four people including the driver; this means 300-440 participants are at each event.
In addition, 300-400 spectators attend for an annual crowd of 7,200 to 9,600 (with many
being repeat visitors). Drivers and crews come from the entire region and spectators are
probably evenly split between county and non-county residents.
Itasca Vintage Car Club
The Itasca Vintage Car Club was established in 1967 to create a group of vintage car
enthusiasts in the Grand Rapids area. The group enjoyed showing their cars at community
events and parades and in 1972, hosted the first car show and swap meet at the Itasca
County Fairgrounds. The show and swap meet was very successful and expanded each
year thereafter. The event grew so large that in 1989 the event was scheduled for two days.
The event is held on the last weekend in July and it is one of the largest events of this type
in the state of Minnesota. The Car Show and Swap Meet has become a large tourist
attraction for the Itasca County area. In 2014, the management of the show was transferred
to the Grand Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce. The club continues to show their
vehicles at events and local spots in Itasca County and other neighboring counties. The
club donates thousands of dollars to local charities and scholarships.
Grand Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce
The Grand Rapids Area Chamber of Commerce is the place to get information about the
Itasca County Area. The Chamber hosts the Chamber Information Center in their business
offices located in the refurbished Train Depot in down town Grand Rapids. Each year
Chamber Staff receives thousands of inquiries regarding the Itasca County
Fairgrounds. Every question imaginable comes up from events on the Fairgrounds to
“Who do we contact for information on the Campgrounds at the Fairgrounds?” In 2014
the Chamber accepted the responsibility of hosting the Northern Minnesota Swap Meet &
Car Show which had been held on the Fairgrounds for the past 42 years and it was again a
grand success. As mentioned in the excerpt from the Itasca Vintage Car Club, it has grown
into one of the biggest summer attractions in the Itasca County Area. The Chamber is
excited to work with Itasca County to make the Fairgrounds and the Campgrounds located
there even more of a destination spot than it is today.
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Itasca Sunset Saddle Club Inc.
Secretary’s Report,1955 “Sunday, September 25th, 1955 about thirty men and women as
well as a number of youngsters gathered at the Itasca County fairgrounds in Grand Rapids,
for the purpose of organizing a saddle club. Mr. Wm. Radueg was elected president of the
club.”
The club, incorporated in February 1957, is open to anyone, regardless of whether or not
they have a horse. The club is part of the Minnesota Horse Council and the Western Saddle
Clubs Association.
In addition to meetings, members enjoy trail rides, horse shows, expos and fairs, and much
more. Members host horse shows, play days, clinics, vet check dates, parade practices and
drill team practices. 2014 marks the 55 year of the Annual Horse Show. Annually, the
Club hosts the Sunday Play Day at the County Fair. Wednesday evenings during warmer
months are designated as ride nights where members get together at the horse arena. The
club has donated labor and monetary support, to improve the fairgrounds area related to
horses.
Northwoods Saddle Club
The Northwoods Saddle Club Inc. established in June 2006, sponsors Western Saddle
Clubs Association (WSCA) shows, fun game days, group trail rides, pony rides at the
Wilderness Days in Bigfork and workshops. The clubs mission is to promote the welfare
of children and youth in their desire to spend their recreational hours in the company of
each other and with their noble animal friends-their horses. The club started hosting
WSCA shows in 2009 and continues to sponsor several shows each year at the fairgrounds.
MN Mounted Shooters
The Minnesota Mounted Shooters and Wild Rice Peacemakers organizations were
established in 1999 and 2007. The groups have over 200 members and hold 20 weekend
shoots or more per year as well as several other related indoor and outdoor events at the
fairgrounds. The sport of mounted equestrian shooting is the fastest growing equestrian
sport in the nation, with contestants dressed in costume competing in these events of speed
and accuracy. The local group has hosted the state shoot five consecutive years and
continues to draw participants from several states and Canada.
Itasca County Trails Task Force
The mission of the Itasca County Trails Task Force (ICTTF) is to, through cooperation
with public agencies and private organizations, foster development and long term
sustainability of quality recreational trails and facilities in the Itasca County area that meets
the needs of residents and visitors. The ICTTF meets monthly to facilitate trail project
coordination/information and assist with matching funds for local trail projects. The task
force is made up of local trail clubs and agency trail providers and contributors. The Trails
Task Force was instrumental in the plans to create the Itasca Trail from the fairgrounds to
Gunn Park in 1994 and has contributed funds for the Trailhead Building at the fairgrounds.
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Itasca County 4H Federation
Itasca County 4-H has a long-standing relationship with the fairgrounds and the Fair Board.
Fairgrounds Park is the perfect facility to support many 4-H activities. Horse project
members use the arena for workshops and meetings throughout the summer. The Dog
project meets weekly at the fairgrounds from May through August for 4-H Dog Training
classes. The Dairy Barn is home to the agility course, and various green spaces become
the obedience classrooms. Dog training culminates in a Fun Show two weeks prior to the
County Fair. The Gazebo provides the stage for the annual August 4-H Demonstration
Event, and the 4-H Food Booth picnic area is home to many 4-H activities from May
through September. With access to the lake, woods, and safe outdoor spaces, the Trailhead
Building has been a frequent home for 4-H Project Fun Day in the spring, Freezin’ Fun in
the winter, 4-H Adventures in the summer, and various special events and overnight
retreats during the year. The Children’s Barn has been managed by the Crystal-McKinney
4-H Club since the 2012 Itasca County Fair, providing an opportunity for 4-H members to
gain skills while providing a fun fair attraction. The new 4-H Food booth allows 4-H to
host and fundraise for a wide variety of events that support the local 4-H programs.
Itasca County Park and Recreation Commission
The Itasca County Park and Recreation Commission is made up of 9 citizen volunteers that
help provide recreation advice and support to the county, townships and organizations on
various projects having to do with parks and recreational facilities. Park and Recreation
staff administers county operated recreation facilities and/or programs based on these
recommendations and policies from the County Board.
The purpose of the commission is as follows:
1.
To serve as an advisory body providing recommendations to the County
Commissioners and Park and Recreation Director on matters pertaining to the planning,
programming, evaluating and funding of park and recreation facilities and programs in
accordance with M.S. 398.31 to 398.36.
2.
To serve as a coordinating body for the recreation needs of all citizens without
regard to ethnic origin, sex, creed, age and disability. Coordination shall be carried out in
response to the expressed needs of local citizens and with the financial and human
resources available and under authorities granted by the County Board and applicable
statutes.
3.
To encourage and promote development of recreation facilities and services when
they are in the best interest of local citizens and cannot be adequately or economically
provided by the private sector.
4.
To recommend priorities, with the advice and assistance of technical advisors, for
the development, operation and maintenance of recreation areas, facilities and programs.
5.
To work together with public land managers to insure appropriate measures are
taken in resource management plans to provide recreation opportunities.
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North Star Expo
The North Star Expo, organized by the Minnesota Timber Producers Association, has been
active for many years providing a place for loggers, vendors, and timber companies to
explore new equipment and ideas designed for the logging industry.
The expo is
held on the county fairgrounds in September. The large open space, with sufficient parking
near a large community, has made this event popular with the forestry community.

Funding Partners
All groups and organizations mention above have donated funding and sweat equity into
the Fairground Park to maintain the buildings and grounds for the public. Other partners
have provided funds for special projects and events. These grant sources include:
Townships
Blandin Foundation
Itasca County Trails Task Force
Itasca County Volunteers for the Handicapped Association
State funding sources
Federal funding sources

Return to Table Of Contents
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BUILDINGS ON THE FAIRGROUNDS PARK
There are several buildings on the fairgrounds that have been built over the past 90 years. Some of
the very old buildings have come and gone but many of the older structures have been refurbished
and are still standing today. Several buildings have been given a face lift in the past 20 years with
new roofs, new stain, and a few structural changes to help keep the historic buildings on site.
Various groups and funds have been involved with the original construction of these buildings. The
Agricultural Association has been involved with the layout, design, and maintenance of these
buildings right from the start. Over time all of the land within the Fairgrounds Park has been deeded
to Itasca County and all of the structures within the Fairgrounds Park are the responsibility of the
County. Itasca County has helped with some of the grants for construction and has been involved
with some of the maintenance cost.
Inventory Process
Part of the process to develop this plan was to take an inventory of all of the structures and facilities
within the Fairgrounds Park. We were able to collect some of our basic information from the
County Auditor’s Office along with photos. The historical information has been provided by
several of the user groups, the Agricultural Association, and historical enthusiast Brian Carlson.
We needed to collect this information to account for an inventory of what buildings are on the
grounds, the age and condition of the structures, and how to proceed with future maintenance and
development. This Master Plan will help provide a detailed document of the facilities at the park
and the Park Management Plan chapter will lay out a suggested structure to finance, build, and
maintain the buildings and other amenities within the park.
Building – Use
Nearly all buildings at the Fairgrounds Park were developed and used for the County Fair. Over
time, several other events have developed a history at the park and many of the buildings are used
to provide covered space for vendors and visitors. Some of the larger barns and pole type buildings
have been used for rental of camper and boat storage over the winter months. During the
development of the Fairgrounds Park Master Plan, several topics about the future of the buildings
have been discussed. The longevity of the buildings was a major discussion point focusing around
the financial responsibility and availability of funds to keep these structures maintained and safe
for public use. Comments from the users and event planners were generally favorable to keep the
historical integrity of the buildings; however, they felt there is a need to minimize some of the
maintenance problems with more modern materials.
The following pages provide general information about the buildings at the Fairgrounds Park as
they are in 2015.
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Name:

Caretaker’s House (R)

Size:

25x34

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Housing for Grounds Caretaker

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$6,000

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$101,365 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Former home of Ida Merwin who lived near the old Itasca Memorial
Hospital. Building moved to fairgrounds in 1990 at cost of $6,000.
Building was donated by the City of Grand Rapids for expansion of
parking at the old hospital site.

Name:

Maintenance Shop (U)

Size:

30x104

Date Built:

1996

Construction Type:

Steel-Roof/sides

General Use:

Yard and Maintenance Equipment

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$17,000

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$49,577 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Maintenance shop area. Paid for by the Disabled American Veterans, the
Itasca Vintage Car Club and the Itasca County Agricultural Association.
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Name:

Campground Facility Building (S)

Size:

28X32

Date Built:

1989

Construction Type:

Concrete Block

General Use:

Bathrooms/Showers/ Laundry

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$83,000

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$54,208 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Funds came from Blandin Foundation-$73,000; City of Grand Rapids$7,000; Bass Brook Township- $3,000; Itasca County for the water
system- $10,000

Name:

Woodshed

Size:

8X12

Date Built:

1984

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Campground Firewood/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$1,200

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

- No replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Woodshed- built in 1984, moved to fairgrounds in 2011. Donated by
Kristina Clark Grand Rapids from her grandparents estate...June and
Harold Clark
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Name:

Storage shed

Size:

8X10

Date Built:

1985

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Campground Firewood/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$700

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

- Replacement value from County Assessor

History

Moved to fairgrounds in 2011. Donated by Kristina Clark Grand Rapids
from her grandparents estate...June and Harold Clark

Name:

Conservation Building (DD)

Size:

24x31

Date Built:

1934

Construction Type:

Log Frame

General Use:

Conservation Building

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$49,569 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Itasca County Volunteers For the Handicapped Association and the MS
Society paid for the ramp in front of the building. Building built by the
Civilian Conservation Corps under the Works Progress Administration
Project. Originally the Old Settlers Building then in 1987 became the
Itasca County Historical Society Building, then fine arts and now the
Conservation Building. Building was constructed from white pine logs
from the Fairgrounds.
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Name:

Annex Building (Y)

Size:

24X64

Date Built:

1939

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Exhibits

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

No replacement value from County Assessor

Name:

Home Activities (Z)

Size:

32X92

Date Built:

1939

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Arts and Craft Exhibits

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$129,536 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

First used for flower display during the county fair then later as the
superintendent’s office. Later used for handicap and senior citizen arts
and craft. Now used for Home Activities Exhibits and winter storage.
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Name:

Itasca County 4H (W)

Size:

34X92

Date Built:

1966

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

4H Exhibits

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$6,500.00

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$137,632 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Constructed for $6,500—$5,000 from Fair Board and $1,500 from 4H
federation. Handicap ramp funded by the MS Society and the Itasca
County Volunteers for the Handicap Association.

Name:

Agriculture/Horticulture (V)

Size:

32X60

Date Built:

1919

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Agricultural/Horticultural Exhibits

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$623.00

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$84,480 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Presently the oldest building on fairgrounds. Originally built as Itasca
County Rural School Exhibit Hall for $623. Half paid by county, other
half raised by school fundraisers. Later converted to agriculturehorticulture exhibits.
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Name:

Fine Arts (T)

Size:

37X47

Date Built:

1937

Construction Type:

Log Frame

General Use:

Fine Arts Exhibit

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes - Meetings

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good-Restored 2006

Current Value:

$106,079 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Ramp built by Itasca County Volunteers for the Handicapped
Association and the MS Society. Originally housed the 4H exhibits,
natural resources, and then later fine arts. Built from white pine logs
from the fairgrounds property, by the Civilian Conservation Corps under
the Works Program Administration in 1937. Remodeled in 2006 (roof,
stripped and refinished logs and repaired floor) from funds from Itasca
County and federal grants.

Name:

Gazebo (AA)

Size:

30’ Octagon

Date Built:

1987

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Staging Area

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$6,950 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Major funding from Ponti-Peterson VFW Post 1720 with other funds
from businesses/townships. Used for entertainment stage.
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Name:

Committee on Aging (CC)

Size:

25X60

Date Built:

1974

Construction Type:

Concrete

General Use:

DARE/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$27,348 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Used for Committee on Aging meetings and exhibits. In 1986 was used
to serve “Old settler’s bean feed”, 2013 used for county sheriff displays
and bike giveaways. Remodeled 2005. Committee on Aging donated
$2,500.00 for construction.

Name:

4H Food Booth (Q)

Size:

20X34

Date Built:

2011

Construction Type:

Steel/Wood frame

General Use:

4H Food concession

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original cost:

$65,000

Current Condition:

excellent

Current Value:

- Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Funded by the Itasca County Agricultural Association, Itasca County and
the Agricultural Star Foundation
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Name:

Commercial Exhibit (X)

Size:

70X125

Date Built:

1977

Construction Type:

Steel

General Use:

Commercial Exhibit/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

$59,900

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$141,576 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Built in part with a $20,000 grant from Blandin Foundation.

Name:

Trailhead Building (HH)

Size:

20X34

Date Built:

2003

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Fair Office/Trail Exhibit/Meetings

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

$650,000

Current Condition:

Excellent

Current Value:

$449,159 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

The Trailhead Building was developed to provide an information and
training center for trail users of the Taconite Snowmobile Trail, local
ATV trails, the Mesabi Bike Trail, and the Itasca Bike Trail. During the
County Fair this building is used for the central fair office. Several state,
federal, and local grants were acquired to construct this building.
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Name:

Central Restroom (P)

Size:

30X30

Date Built:

1982

Construction Type:

Concrete/Steel

General Use:

Restroom

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$61,266

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$59,400 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:
$30,000

Funded by grants from the Blandin Foundation $31,266 and IRRRB

Name:

Children’s Barn (O)

Size:

30X72

Date Built:

1930

Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Animal Exhibit

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$12,960 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Second oldest building on grounds; first used as pig barn then became
children’s barn.
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Name:

All Purpose Building (M)

Size:

75X150

Date Built:

1991

Construction Type:

Steel

General Use:

Animal Exhibit/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

NA - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Funded with the insurance from snow collapse and the remainder from
the Itasca County Agricultural Association.

Name:

Announcement Booth (N)

Size:

10X16

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Frame and concrete block

General Use:

Horse Arena Announcement Booth

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$2,400 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Concrete donated by the Brinks Family. Blocks were donated by
Cohasset Concrete, lumber from Cohasset Mill, steel from Rapids Roof
Trusses, and labor from the Sheriff’s Work Crew.
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Name:

Storage Building (JJ)

Size:

24X26

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Frame

General Use:

Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$27,456 - Replacement value from County Assessor

Name:

Horse Barn (B)

Size:

65X126

Date Built:

1979

Construction Type:

Pole/Steel

General Use:

Horse Exhibit/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

$65,000

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$101,538 - Replacement value from County Assessor
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Name:

Cattle Barn (A)

Size:

54X99

Date Built:

1973

Construction Type:

Pole/Steel

General Use:

Cattle Exhibit/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

$10,570

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$63,297 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Funded by Itasca County Agricultural Association and built by Morton
Buildings.

Name:

Lean-to Shelter (GG)

Size:

14X48

Date Built:

1974

Construction Type:

Pole/Steel

General Use:

Cattle/Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

NA

Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

- Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Funded by Itasca County Agricultural Association.
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Name:

Beef Barn (C)

Size:

54X112

Date Built:

1991

Construction Type:

Pole/Steel

General Use:

Beef Cattle/storage

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

$24,980

Current Condition:

Excellent

Current Value:

$81,225 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Used for educational classes on the weather and watersheds. Other uses include
car swap, auctions, and winter storage. It’s funded by Itasca County Agricultural
Association.

Name:

Poultry/Rabbit Barn (D)

Size:

40X80

Date Built:

1991

Construction Type:

Pole/Steel

General Use:

Poultry/Rabbit/ Storage

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

$17,600

Current Condition:

Excellent

Current Value:

$54,912 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Both the beef barn and poultry barn were built as display models for the
Foltz Company of Detroit Lakes. This building is also used for multiple
purposes, including storage.
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Name:

Eagle’s Club (L)

Size:

23X60

Date Built:

1933

Construction Type:

Wood Framed

General Use:

Eagles Food Service

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:
Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$44,905 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Food Booth for different groups.

Name:

Bingo Hall (K)

Size:

24X24

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Framed

General Use:

Bingo during fair

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:
Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$37,486 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:
fair.

Funded in part by VFW/DAV funds. Used for bingo gaming at county
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Name:

Moose Club (H)

Size:

30X60

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Framed

General Use:

Moose Club Food Service

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:
Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$35,937 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Always used as food booth. First used by the Pengilly Methodist Church,
then St. Joe’s Catholic Church, now Grand Rapids Moose Club.

Name:

Cotton Candy (G)

Size:

12X17

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Framed

General Use:

Cotton Candy Food Service

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:
Current Condition:

Fair to Good

Current Value:

$13,276 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

First used to sell cotton candy and pop for area youth groups. Later
White Oak Society of Deer River used it for food serving.
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Name:

Rock Café (J) Solid Rock Church of LaPrairie food booth

Size:

25x34

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Framed

General Use:

Food Service

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:

$6,000

Current Condition:

Fair

Current Value:

$101,365 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Always used as a food booth

Name:

Methodist Church Food Both (F)

Size:

20X24

Date Built:
Construction Type:

Wood Framed

General Use:

Food Services

Rented (Yes/No):

Yes

Original Cost:
Current Condition:

Fair

Current Value:

$31,238 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Used as a food booth. And prize storage for other events.
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Name:

J.C.’s Corn Palace (I)

Size:

24X50

Date Built:

2011

Construction Type:

Wood Framed/metal roof and siding

General Use:

Food Services

Rented (Yes/No):

No

Original Cost:

$60,000

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$65,861 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Original building was purchased by the Jaycees. The new building was a
project of the Fair Board and funded by the Itasca County Agricultural
Association.

Name:

Grand Stands (EE)

Size:

63X156

Date Built:

1974

Construction Type:

Wood/Metal Framed

General Use:

Race Track Grand Stands

Rented (Yes/No):

NO

Original Cost:

$111,000

Current Condition:

Good

Current Value:

$100,000 - Replacement value from County Assessor

History:

Rebuilt after original grandstand was vandalized by fire. Handicapped
accessibility work was done through auctions run by the Volunteers for the
Handicapped Association. Auction items came from the City of Cohasset,
School District 318 in Grand Rapids, Itasca County surplus items, and the
general public. Matching funds came from Multiple Sclerosis Society.

Return to Table Of Contents
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FACILITIES
During this planning process, several facilities were identified on the Fairgrounds Park.
The locations of these features are important to any future changes to the park. This
document will help identify both the underground utilities and above ground features that
are semi-permanent.
Utilities
The Fairgrounds Park is located within the City of Grand Rapids and that includes the
availability of city water, sewer, and storm drains. With the park being more than 100
years old, some of the underground utilities are very old and are now located under new
asphalt and possibly some buildings. In addition to the normal city utilities, there are also
several underground gas and oil pipelines passing through the park. Several underground
electric lines in the park are both city and privately owned.
Parking Lots
There are several large parking lots on the grounds established for event parking and as
vendor sites. The parking lot to the west and the area north of the horse corral is gravel.
The large parking lot north of the buildings has been covered with asphalt thanks to the
environmental trust fund, state and federal grants, reducing the amount of sediment running
into the city storm sewer pipes. These underground pipes run to a catch basin before
dumping into Crystal Lake. During large events such as the County Fair and the Car
Show/Swap Meet, parking is not adequate for the large crowds.
Horse Arenas
The current horse arena is much smaller than the horse race track that was in use in the
early to mid-1900’s. The horse arena is an uncovered arena approximately 100 feet wide
by 270 feet long and it is managed and maintained by the Itasca County Agricultural
Association with some help from local horse clubs. This arena is well used by the clubs
all throughout the spring, summer, and fall for training and competitions with horses and
riders.
Car Race Track
The current race track was built around 1954 and it is approximately 500 X 750 feet in size.
The pit area is located to the north of the track and is approximately 500 X 270 feet. The
race track is a lighted dirt track that has a large grandstand built in 1974. The West Range
Racing Inc. Club manages weekly races at the track during the summer.
Trails
The Mesabi Bike Trail, the Itasca Bike Trail, and the State Taconite Snowmobile Trail all
leave the Fairgrounds Park in the same corridor at the north end of the park. The surface
is a 10 foot wide asphalt trail traveling over hilly rolling terrain. The Mesabi Trail is
maintained by Itasca, St. Louis, and Lake Counties Regional Rail Authorities from Grand
Rapids to Ely. The Taconite Snowmobile Trail is managed by the State DNR Parks and
Trails Division.
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GROUNDS
The Fairgrounds Park is 82.7 acres in size with large virgin pine interspersed among
buildings, parking lots, and large open green space.
Vegetation
The bulk of the grounds is made up of mowed lawn, gravel parking lots, and asphalt roads
and parking lots. Two small areas south and east of the race track are in natural condition
with large pine and an understory of mixed brush and hardwoods. The campground area
covers 7 acres in size and it has large scattered Norway and White pine that are more than
200 years old. There are a few scattered smaller pine and hardwood trees in the camping
area but few new pines to take the place of the old growth.
Soils
Most of the soils are loam sands with areas of gravel. Large areas of the grounds have been
filled or covered over the years with class 5 gravel. The northeast corner of the property
is wetland with standing pond water, draining to the east/northeast. The fairgrounds
property overlies the Biwabik Iron Formation.
Drainage
The camping area and midway drain very well even after large rains. Most of the rest of
the grounds have artificial drainage. Water runoff is directed mostly to the city storm sewer
drain system which goes into Crystal Lake with a city maintained settling pond. Several
rain gardens and rock sumps have been installed throughout the park to help reduce any
additional sediment from reaching Crystal Lake.
Rain Gardens
Three rain gardens have been developed in the central
part of the grounds to help catch any sediment that may
come from the asphalt walkways surrounding the
buildings. One additional rain garden has been built
along the west side of the barns and east of the gravel
parking lot. This garden traps rain runoff from this area
and allows the water to filter into the ground with no
direct connection to the storm sewer system. There are
also three rock sumps installed in and around the race
track area to help filter off any of the runoff from the race
track area. These are connected to the storm sewer
however they are designed to only run into the drain after
the large rock sump has overflowed during a large rain
event.
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Roads
The park has two entrance roads, one on the west side and one on the south side and an exit
road in the northeast corner. The west entrance is adjacent to a large gravel parking lot and
leads to the large asphalt parking lot in the center of the property. The south entrance is
paved, running north to the large paved parking lot in the center of the property.
Environmental concerns
Additional rain runoff measures will need to be considered and a maintenance plan will
need to be implemented to maintain the rain gardens and rock sumps. Invasive plants will
need to be monitored, removed and destroyed when found. The large pines in the camping
area needs to be monitored for root damage and overall health.

Return to Table Of Contents
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FAIRGROUNDS PARK CAMPGROUND
The campground at the Fairgrounds Park is approximately 7 acres and it can hold more
than 200 camper units during event activities. All of the sites are located amongst towering
red and white pine trees. Most of the sites are semi-primitive with few amenities.
Approximately 80 sites can be connected to electric services. None of the sites have septic
hookup at this time however there is a public RV dump station west of the campground
area. The campground offers a washhouse with full shower and laundry services available.
The campground is mostly used by event campers such as the Bluegrass Festival, the Car
Show/Swap Meet, the County Fair, and other local community activities.
Campground layout and design
Layouts for the campsites are based on first-come-first-served with limited site identification and
no numbering system. All of the sites are set on rolling lawn with little or no barriers between each
site. The campground is located along the east and south side of the Fairgrounds Park property and
is set in a park like setting with open ground and mowed lawn under large 200 and 300 year old
pine.
Campground amenities
The amenities include picnic tables and fire rings when requested. The fire rings are portable wheel
rims and are available as requested. Firewood is available for purchase. Several sites are provided
with power hookup for 30 and 50 amp services. A washhouse is available with bathrooms, showers,
and laundry. A large dumpster is on site for campground visitor use.
Campground rules
The rules are similar to other campgrounds in the area. Campers are to choose a site, setup, and
pay upon arrival. Fees are dropped in a self-pay box and picked up daily or weekly be staff. No
reservations are available and no golf carts or ATV’s are allowed in the campground or on the park
grounds.
Site Accommodation
Large event camping brings in the bulk of the funds for the camping season. Site accommodations
range from tenting to 30 and 50 amp service. Prices vary dependent on the type of service required.
Water is available from free-standing hydrants with very few sites able to hook up to additional
water sources.
Campground Host
A campground host is provided at the campground each year. The host is provided a site near the
entrance to the campground. Duties include monitoring and documenting visitor arrival and
providing information as needed. The host is also responsible for the daily cleanup of the restrooms
and showers.
Campground Maintenance

Maintenance at the campground includes: Mowing, raking, litter pick up, and hazard tree
removal and trimming. The bathrooms, showers, and laundry area are cleaned and repaired
as needed.
Return to Table Of Contents
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PUBLIC INPUT AND REVIEW
Background
A key component of the process to develop a management plan for the Fairgrounds Park is securing
comments, opinion and suggestions from the public. This was accomplished by holding two meetings early
in the planning effort. Participants in the first meeting were representatives from organizations that have
held activities at the fairgrounds or may do so in the future; this meeting was held January 14, 2014 in the
Courthouse Boardroom. The second meeting was open to the general public and was held January 21, 2014
in the Boardroom. Both sessions were facilitated by John Powers of Applied Insights north. The results of
the two meetings along with facilitator observations are in full form in Appendix B.
In each meeting participants were provided background information on the process and then worked in
small groups to generate ideas that were shared with the whole group. In addition, if people had additional
comments or wished to remain anonymous, they were encouraged to write down comments and post them
on a sheet; these comments are included in the results reported in this report. Several comments were
received by email.
It must be emphasized that the comments generated at the meetings are just one component of the
information being collected and evaluated to help shape the park’s management plan. All comments offered
by the public will be considered, although clearly, not all can or will be reflected in the final management
plan.

Full report in Appendix B
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FAIRGROUNDS PARK
STAFFING AND OPERATIONS
The Fairgrounds Park is owned by Itasca County and the management of the park is shared by county staff
from the Land Department and board members of the Itasca County Agricultural Association (ICAA). The
agreement between the County and the ICAA authorizes the responsibilities of the ICAA for the
management of the facilities, buildings and grounds. The Itasca County Board officially established the
county fairgrounds as a county park in March 2008. This action authorized the County Land
Commissioner/Park Director to have overall responsibility for the fairgrounds park. Currently in 2015 the
Land Department/Park System staff manages the grounds to include: tree removal, trimming, rain gardens,
erosion control, storm sewer runoff, trails, and the Trailhead Building. The ICAA manages the buildings,
horse track, race track, campground, events and the county fair. Following is the general breakdown of the
responsibilities for the management of the fairgrounds park.
Land Commissioner/Park Director (County Full-Time)
This position has overall responsibility for all county parks including the Fairgrounds Park. Responsibilities
include administration of all grounds, facilities, and contracts. Some of the duties include working with
engineers, contract language, ICAA agreements, payment approvals, and County Board RBA’s. This
position works closely with the County Board and ICAA to manage all activities and projects in the park.
Park System Manager (County Full-Time)
This position is responsible for all field operations and project management at the park. Responsibilities
include the field management of contracts to fulfill project completion, hazard tree removal, erosion control
projects, park safety/security, and general management of the Trailhead Building. Also included is the
maintenance of installed rain gardens and rock sumps to reduce sediment from reaching the storm water
system.
Park Technician (County Full-Time)
This position is responsible for the completion of projects as assigned by the Park System Manager. Duties
may include equipment operation, tree removal, sign replacement, and general maintenance of rain gardens
as needed. All work assignments are directed by the Park Director or Park System Manger.
Itasca County Agricultural Association/Fair Board
This board consists of a president, vice president, secretary, treasurer, and three directors. This group is
responsible for the maintenance and management of the Fairgrounds Park and the county fair as provided
for in the County/ICAA agreement (Appendix E). The ICAA board hires full time seasonal staff to
complete maintenance and repair projects.
Maintenance Supervisor (ICAA Full-Time Seasonal)
This position is responsible for the supervision of ICAA seasonal staff and general maintenance of the
grounds and building. Duties include lawn care, building maintenance, fence repair, janitorial duties,
waterline winterization, light plumbing repairs, campground maintenance, campground money collection,
snow removal, and other duties as assigned.
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Grounds Maintenance (3 personnel - ICAA Full-Time Seasonal)
This position is responsible for the general maintenance of the grounds as assigned by the ICAA
Maintenance Supervisor. Duties include lawn care, repairs, brushing, light landscape work and other duties
as assigned.
Campground Host (ICAA - Seasonal)
This position is responsible for meeting and greeting campground visitors. Duties include providing
information to visitors as needed, providing and collecting fees for firewood, providing fire rings and tables
to visitors as requested, and cleaning bathroom and shower areas.
Most other work and maintenance is handled through contractors which are administered by the County
and the ICAA Board. Implementation of the master plan may call for changes or clarifications of duties
which will be identified in future County/ICAA agreements and master plan revisions.

Return to Table Of Contents
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EVENTS
Over the past 100 years the Fairgrounds Park has been host to many different types of events and activities,
from music concerts and plays to church fellowship gatherings. The following is an abbreviated list of
some of the events that are currently active at the Fairgrounds Park.
Itasca County Fair
The Itasca County Fair is usually held on the third weekend of August. This event brings in a large number
of visitors during the 5-day event. The fair features horse shows, music, carnival rides, demo derbies, stockcar races, exhibits, agricultural and livestock shows and competitions.
Car Show/Swap Meet
The Car Show/Swap Meet is generally held on the last weekend in July. The Itasca Vintage Car Club held
this event from 1972 to 2013. This has been a very popular event in Itasca County with many visitors from
around the world. In 2014, when the Car Club decided to not host this event the Grand Rapids Area
Chamber of Commerce volunteered to continue the event.
Horse Activities
There are several horse clubs in the area that come to the Fairgrounds Park every year to do horse shows
and training. A large 270 X 100 foot outdoor arena complete with bleachers and an announcer’s booth is
available at the park.
North Star Expo
The expo has been active for many years providing a place for loggers, vendors, and timber companies to
explore new equipment and ideas designed for the logging industry. When the event is held in Itasca County
the Expo sets up on the county fairgrounds in late September.
Race Events
Throughout the summer many race car events and derbies are held at the Itasca County Raceway on the
north end of the fairgrounds. These events draw in many race enthusiasts from Itasca County and several
neighboring counties.
4H Events
Fairgrounds Park is the perfect facility to support many 4-H activities. Horse Project members use the
arena for workshops and meetings throughout the summer. The Dog project meets weekly at the
fairgrounds from May through August for 4-H Dog Training classes. The Dairy Barn is home to the agility
course, and various green spaces become the obedience classrooms. Dog training culminates in a Fun Show
2 weeks prior to the County Fair. The Gazebo provides the perfect stage for the annual August 4-H
Demonstration Event, and the 4-H Food Booth picnic area is home to many 4-H activities from May through
September. The Trailhead Building has been a frequent home for 4-H Project Fun Day in the spring, Freezin
Fun in the winter, 4-H Adventures in the summer, and various special events and overnight retreats during
the year.
Trail Events
Several bike, snowmobile, dogsled, and walking events have begun and finished at the Itasca County
Fairgrounds Park for more than 25 years. The Fairgrounds Park is the trailhead for the Mesabi Bike Trail,
the Itasca Bike Trail, and the Taconite Snowmobile Trail. The Mesabi Bike Trail and Taconite Snowmobile
Trail are well-known tourist’s attractions. The Itasca Bike Trail is part of Itasca County’s Regional Parks
and Trails area, connects the Fairgrounds Park to Gunn Park.
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Student Events
School activities have been held at the Fairgrounds Park over the past 60 years. The park is located between
the Robert J. Elkington Middle School and the Grand Rapids Senior High School and Murphy Elementary
is just a few blocks away. Because of the close proximity of the park to these schools, students use the park
for in-school and after-school activities.
Itasca Water Legacy Partnership
The Youth Water Summit has been held at the Fairgrounds Park for 5 th grade students from District 318,
Deer River, St. Joseph's Catholic school, and Bigfork. Approximately 360 students rotate through 40 water
science presenters to learn more about the environment and animal life in and around water. Funds are
provided by local community grant sources and 50 to 60 adult volunteers help with the project.
Music Events
The Fairgrounds Park has been home to many music events such as the Bluegrass Festival and the Blues
Festival. The park is well suited for gatherings that need large open spaces, parking and camping for
vendors and visitors. Currently there is a small Gazebo on the grounds for smaller local events.
Safety Training
The Minnesota DNR and several local ATV and Snowmobile Clubs host ATV and snowmobile safety
programs at the Fairgrounds Park. These safety programs graduate many children each year, providing
instruction in the safe operation of recreational vehicles. The Trailhead Building at the park is available
for use as a training facility. The open space on the grounds works well for the field practice portion of
safety training.

Return to Table Of Contents
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FAIRGROUNDS PARK MANAGEMENT PLAN
Overview
The management and implementation of this plan will be carried out by the Itasca County Board through
its Park and Recreation Program with advice and support from the Park and Recreation Commission
(Commission) and the Itasca County Agricultural Association (ICAA). The park and recreation staff
administers county operated park and recreation facilities and/or programs and also serves as technical
advisors to townships and organizations on recreation issues. The Commission provides recreation
advice and support to the county, townships and organizations on various projects having to do with parks
and recreational facilities. The Itasca County Agricultural Association (ICAA) oversees the County Fair
and manages the parts of the Fairgrounds Park as identified in the agreement between the County and the
ICAA.
The management plan section of the Fairgrounds Park Master Plan provides for an overall look at the
general management, facilities, and grounds that make up the complex structure of the Fairgrounds Park.
The management plan recommendations are based off the Vision and Mission for the development of the
Fairgrounds Park Master Plan with input from the public and user groups.
Fairgrounds Park Planning Task Force Vision and Mission
Vision for the Itasca County Fairgrounds Park is to manage the Park as:
The crown jewel of the Itasca County Park System

Mission Statement:
The mission for the Fairgrounds Park Master Plan is to develop a management plan to
provide guidance for the ongoing development and operation of the Fairgrounds Park as a
treasured community recreational resource while preserving its environmental integrity for
present and future generations to enjoy.
The management plan section of the plan will guide the County with the management of the Fairgrounds
Park. Specific policies, strategies, goals, and objectives for recreation have been developed in the County
Recreation Resource Plan to provide a framework for arriving at decisions regarding recreation resources.
(See Appendix G)

Planning Process
A Fairgrounds Planning Task Force was established in 2013 to collect information from partners and
vendors of the fairgrounds. Public meetings were conducted with the help of a consultant to pull together
as much information as possible. This information was compiled into this Master Plan to help determine
the future of the Fairgrounds Park. The Public Input and recommendations have been compiled to help
guide Itasca County with the future management of the Fairgrounds Park. The following Flow Chart helps
identify the County’s future involvement in the Fairgrounds Park with the addition of a Fairgrounds Park
Planning Committee. This Committee will include the Fair Board, two County Commissioners, and the
County Park Director or his designee.
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General Policies
Public Input: Throughout the process of developing the Park Master Plan, several comments were made
about standardized policies and procedures to help insure that park users are well informed about park rules
and the use of the grounds and facilities.

Recommendations


Use policy
o Develop an ordinance for the Fairgrounds Park Property.
o Create policies to manage the use of the buildings and grounds.
o Make policies and rules available to the public.



Quote/Bid Policy
o Use County Quote/Bid policy for all projects.



Liability/Insurance
o Develop a plan to provide adequate insurance coverage for buildings, grounds,
events, and user groups.
o Insure that all contractors providing service meet the County insurance
requirements.

Park Management and Funding
Public Input: The conversations with both the vendors and the public indicated that the agreements
between the County and the Agricultural Association should be revised to better define the responsibility
of the County and the Agricultural Association. Establishment of funding sources needs to be clearly
defined between the County and the Agricultural Association.
Recommendations:


Governance
o Adjust the lease agreement to reflect the responsibilities of the County and the
Agricultural Association for the park facilities and grounds.



Management
o Develop an operation plan that defines the responsibilities for the management of the
buildings and grounds.



Funding
o Develop separate funding plans for the Fairgrounds Park and the fair operations to
include funding sources and expenditures.
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Buildings
Public Input: The responsibility of the management and maintenance of the infrastructures and buildings
on the grounds must be clearly defined. Standard maintenance and capital improvements need to be
separated for funding and planning purposes. User groups would like standardized set fees and a clear
understanding of how the fees are used.
Recommendations




Construction, Reconstruction, Repairs
o Develop policies and plans that clearly define responsibilities for repairs and
replacement of buildings.
Rental
o Develop a standard fee schedule that is available to the public.



Trailhead Building
o Develop a plan to provide needed information and amenities for all trail users.
o Encourage the use of the Trailhead building as a regional training center for area trail
safety programs.
o Provide a fee schedule, rental process, and calendar of events that is accessible to the
public.
o Dig up and insulate the water supply line to the building.
o Develop sectional storage units in the basement for safety.
o Create information and mapping boards for visitor information.



Capital Improvements
o Develop a 5 year capital improvement plan for the fairgrounds park.
o Repair or replace buildings to reduce long term maintenance cost.
o Establish a time line for building replacement or renovation.
o Update and improve the Trailhead Building.
o Determine if food service buildings should be made available to other vendors.
o Remove or utilize the caretaker’s house.
o Install electric services on a limited amount of campground sites.
o Add water services to the campground.
o Inventory and update the water, sewer and storm drain infrastructure.

Grounds
Public Input: During the public meetings, we received comments to preserve the green space where
possible and to protect the old growth pine throughout the park. The Fairgrounds Park provides a mix of
open green space with developed parking areas and building sites. There are several structured erosion
control measures in the form of rain gardens and rock sumps throughout the grounds. The tree species are
a mix of large old growth pine and middle aged to old growth hardwoods. A few younger trees have been
planted in the past 10 years. Most of the grounds are grass covered with a few exposed gravel areas and
there are thinning sod areas under the large pines in the campground. To protect the soils on the ground’s
and to reduce runoff into Crystal Lake, erosion control measures need to be improved and well maintained.
New trees are needed to replace trees that die out or are damaged by wind storms. There is a large age gap
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with the trees on the grounds. Most of the canopy cover is very old with few middle aged trees available
to take the place of the old growth as they die. Several trails enter and exit the Fairgrounds Park and the
main comment we have heard is that we need to improve signage and information for the trail users. The
public meetings revealed a desire to retain all of the park land under county ownership and to consider
acquisition of any adjacent lands that may be available. These lands are valuable for environmental
protection and to help reduce the possibility of encroachment.
Recommendations


Vegetative Management
 Develop a plan for vegetative management to include future green space and erosion
control structures.
o Minimize traffic on grassed areas to protect the valuable green space.
o Create a tree health and planting plan.
o Replace and add new trees where needed.
o Preserve old growth pines.



Rain gardens
o Clean and maintain rain gardens and rock sumps each year to assure they are working
properly.
o Develop a comprehensive map and data set on all water retention facilities within the
park.



Utilities
o Survey the public and private electric services, sewer, water, and storm water facilities.
o Develop a GIS map of the utilities found on the grounds.
o Determine the life expectancy of the current utilities and replace as needed.



Trails
o Develop signage plans to help guide trail users in and out of the Fairgrounds Park.
o Work with the city of Grand Rapids to provide trail users with information about
services, amenities, and directions to through town trails.



Land Purchase and Acquisition
o When possible acquire lands adjacent to the park.

Campground
Public Input: Most of the comments we received in regards to the campground were focused around the
need to provide more information to the public through better signage and the internet. Some comments
were made about providing more developed sites with electric, water, and sewer where possible. The
campground is mostly used for large events and light transient camping from Grand Rapids visitors. People
at large events like the availability of camping in small groups with little to no structure to the site. There
are currently few water RV hookup sites and most of the electric sites are south of the caretaker road.
Additional water supply is needed on the undeveloped area to the northeast part of the campground. A few
requests were made to improve electric and water hookup sites near the horse arena for campers during
horse shows. Comments and Task Force review showed a strong need to provide a campground host on site
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and/or a Fairgrounds live-in caretaker to manage the campground area. A few designated camping pads
with water and electric may be needed for transient campers. Roads and camp pads need to be placed
carefully to minimize root damage to the old growth pine.
Recommendations


Public Information
o Add web links to the County, City of Grand Rapids, and the Chamber web sites to
expand the opportunity to provide information to those seeking camping sites near
Grand Rapids.
o Provide clear signage on site for campground rules and site location.



Campground Plan
o Develop a plan to provide a few transient sites for visitors that are compatible with
public recreation use and the old growth pine.
o Continue to retain large open space for group camping during large events.
o Do not over develop the grounds with fill and utilities which will damage the old
growth trees and ruin the open space atmosphere.



Horse arena camping
o Consider adding electric hookups and possible water near the horse arena for campers
during events.
o Additional sites could be looked at within the west open space parking area west of the
arena and barns. This would need to be carefully planned to avoid conflicts with future
plans around the arena and parking areas.



Facilities
o Update the shower house/bathroom as needed.
o Consider providing additional electric and possible water hookup to the north side of
the campground road.
o Add water hookup to transient sites along the south fence line when defined sites are
developed.
o Add an additional water line to the northeast undeveloped part of the campground for
a water supply.
o Consider an additional vault toilet on the northeast side of the campground to replace
the current satellites that are being rented.



Campground Management
o Provide a campground host to be available at all times during the camping season.

Events
Public Input: The Fairgrounds Park holds several events throughout the year. Many of these events are
held each year by the same organization and usually around the same time each year. There are also several
new events that are looking for times and space at the Fairgrounds Park. Some of the events are held once
a year and others are held several times throughout the year. To avoid any conflicts, scheduling should be
done by one entity or individual. A calendar of events needs to be clearly available to the public and should
be monitored by the County and Fair Board. Many of the events use both the buildings and the grounds or
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facilities such as the race track and horse arena. Fees are charged to the organization for the use of the
buildings, grounds, and facilities to help defray some of the cost for maintenance and upkeep. Comments
at the user group meeting had some concern for a consistent fee schedule that can be relied on each year.
There are also questions about fees being charged to public youth training events such as the required state
ATV and snowmobile training classes. Reasons for the fees include the cost for general maintenance,
cleanup, and supplies. In addition there are garbage pickup, water, sewer, and electric costs that need to be
paid each month. A comment from the Fair Board management is that most groups do a great job of
cleaning up after themselves and other groups leave the cleaning to the cleaning staff. Some type of
agreement is needed to list the responsibilities of the organizers for each event. This agreement should also
include insurance requirements of the County. Some groups also commented that they are paying a fee
based on their gross sales and they would like to have the fee based on net sales. Some type of fee structure
plan will need to be developed by the County.
Recommendations


Scheduling
o Scheduling for events should be left to one person or group.
o Post a calendar schedule on the Fair Boards website and link it to the County website.



Event fees
o Develop a standard fee schedule to be approved by the County Board each year.
o The annual fee schedule should be posted for public view with both the County and
the Fair Board.
o Develop official posting areas on the grounds for public viewing.
o Develop a fee plan to determine who will collect the fees and to what organization the
income will go to.
o When deposits are required, a timely return policy will need to be implemented and
documented.
o A list of activities or events should be approved for groups that may be exempt from
the fee schedule.



Safety Training Fees
o Consider a fee exemption for youth training activities that are held on the grounds and
held at the Trailhead Building.
o These groups would need to fulfill the event user agreement which would require a
cleanup of the facilities used.
o Insurance requirements will need to be looked into.



Event user agreement
o Develop a user agreement to assure that all participants meet county liability
requirements or are exempt or reduced by order of the County Board.
o The agreement would also clearly identify the rental fee and any deposits that are
required along with the responsibilities for cleanup and forfeiture of the deposit fee.
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Race events
o Review the agreement with the Racing Association and make changes as needed to
follow county policy and identify responsibilities of the Racing Association and the
responsible leaser.
o The County/Agricultural Association agreement will also need to reflect the
responsible party for leasing to the Racing Association.
o Maintenance of the race track and surrounding grounds should be clearly defined and
the responsibility for structural changes to the race track and utilities needs to be clearly
identified.
o A new agreement between the Racing Association and the County should be developed
and reviewed annually for approval of the County Board.



County Fair
o The County/Agricultural Association agreement needs to clearly define the
responsibilities of both parties for the annual County Fair.
o Specify in the agreement with the Fair Board how the fees from the rental of county
owned buildings and the use of the camping facilities and grounds during the fair are
to be collected and recorded.

Structures
Public Input: There are several structures on the Fairgrounds Park that are not included in the building
inventory list. These include the race track, horse arena, gazebo, and the RV dumpsite. In the past the
Agricultural Association has taken on the responsibility of the management and maintenance of these sites
along with all of the buildings at the Park. During the information gathering part of this plan several
comments were made about who should be responsible for the management and maintenance of the
building, structures, and grounds. All of these structures are owned by the County and there is a need to
add these to the County inventory list for insurance needs and future maintenance and repair needs. Each
of these structures will need to be added to a capital improvement plan that would include long term future
plans for longevity and additions that may be needed. Several comments were made about the possible
consideration of a future amphitheater or stage area for large shows or concerts. This should be carefully
considered to get maximum use for the cost without causing a large change to the atmosphere of the
Fairgrounds Park.
Recommendations


General comments – The County will need to decide how to add these structures along with all
of the buildings to the County’s inventor to be managed by the Park System or the County
Facilities Management department. These structures will also need to be added to a capital
improvement budgets and plans. Any future building or structure additions to the Fairgrounds
Park will need to be carefully considered to minimize conflicts with other facilities and long
term future planning.
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Race Track
o The race track structure should be directly managed by the County and the
management of the leasing of the site will need to be determined between the County
and the Agricultural Association.
o Have the race track bleachers inspected for structural integrity and repairs.
o Determine if covered bleachers are needed and practical for consideration.



Horse Arena
o The horse arena structure should be managed by the County and the use of the arena
should continue to be managed by the Fair Board within County policy.



Gazebo
o This site should be looked at to determine if it meets the needs of the events that are
using the site.
o Inspect for maintenance needs.



RV Dumpsite
o Management of this site should be included with the management of the campground
area.



Amphitheater - Future consideration.
o If a structure of this magnitude was considered, careful planning would need to be done
to look at cost/benefit, location, parking, and safety.
o Implement a needs study to include how an outdoor stage area would affect the local
economy and the neighborhood both positively and negatively.

Capital Improvement Needs
Public Input: One of the main topics that came up during the research of this plan was the current
conditions of the buildings and structures on the park property. This in turn brought up the question of who
is responsible for the management and maintenance of all of the facilities within the park. As stated many
times in this report, the Fairgrounds Park is owned by Itasca County which includes all of the buildings,
utilities, and structures on the grounds. One of the largest changes that will be made in the future is to
develop a plan to have the County directly manage and maintain the Fairgrounds park property. This Master
Plan is the first step in preparing for the future changes to the management and maintenance of the park.
One of the next steps will be to determine the condition of all of the facilities in the park and to develop a
capital improvement plan and budget to make the changes needed for the future.
Recommendations


General comments
o Develop a capital improvement plan and budget to meet future needs while protecting
the integrity of the Fairgrounds Park.
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Buildings and Structures
 Inventory
o The capital improvement plan should include an inventory of the buildings along with
a report on the current condition.
o Future plans will need to determine if some of the buildings need to be replaced or
repaired.
o Inventory, repair and replace the other structures as needed.


Future Construction
o Additional new buildings and structures will need to be carefully considered to help
minimize overcrowding and maintenance costs.
o All new buildings and structures will need to be built with minimal maintenance in
mind.

Grounds


Storm water facilities
o Create a plan to inventory, construct, and maintain storm water management facilities.



Vegetation
o Work on improving and maintaining the tree diversity and greens space throughout the
park.

Closing Statement
The 2015 Fairgrounds Park Master Plan is a compilation of history, inventory, and public information that
will be used to help manage the Park into the future. This chapter (Management Plan) provides an overview
of some of the recommendation that came out of several meetings with the Fairgrounds Park Task Force,
the user groups, and the general public. Many of these recommendations will need to be addressed and
incorporated into all future plan revisions. In review of John Powers Applied Insight north Public Input
Paper (Appendix B) you will find that there are many other points of interest that will need to be reviewed
over time. New revisions of the Master Plan will take some of these suggestions into consideration. It is
suggested that the first revision be in 5 years to update any new management changes that may be
implemented for the Fairgrounds Park. This Master Plan and the subsequent recommended plans and
actions will provide a network of documentation for future boards and managers of the Fairgrounds Park.
This Master Plan has identified several new changes for the management of the Fairgrounds Park. In the
past, while the grounds and buildings were owned by the County, the Agricultural Association was given
the responsibility of operating, maintaining, repairing, and replacing all of the buildings, grounds and
structures with limited funds from the County. This new plan facilitates a management structure that will
provide a means for the County to share in the cost and management of the Park. The County will provide
and monitor new funding sources for the repairs and replacement of the buildings and structures. County
staff will be available to assist with contract development and supervision. Budget, fees, and receipts will
be closely recorded and monitored by the County. The Agricultural Association will enter into a service
contract with the County to better define the Association’s responsibilities for management and
maintenance of the Fairgrounds Park. Some of the workload will be lifted off the Agricultural Associations
shoulders so they can better concentrate their funds and time to the County Fair. The County will be more
involved with funding and overall management of the Fairground Park. This new strategy will help provide
a shared management of the Fairgrounds Park to prepare for future changes, while protecting the unique
character of these beautiful grounds.
Return to Table Of Contents
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CHAPTER 14

FAIRGROUNDS MASTER PLAN
MODIFICATION PROCESS

This page is intentionally left blank

FAIRGROUNDS MASTER PLAN
MODIFICATION PROCESS
The Fairgrounds Park Master Plan is comprised of four main parts to help tell the story of the Park and to
prepare a management plan for the future. The bulk of the Master Plan provides some history of how the
Fairgrounds began and how the grounds are currently being managed. This segment identifies the partners
and the type of events that are currently a part of the overall operation of the Park. The first part also
describes the overview and purpose of developing the Master Plan. This includes the creation of the
Fairgrounds Park Planning Task Force and a description of how information was gathered through public
meetings.
The second part of the Master Plan is the Executive Summary, which gives a brief synopsis of the
information that was gathered and some insight into some of the recommendations that are being suggested
for future management of the Fairgrounds Park.
The third section is the Fairgrounds Park Management Plan which provides detailed observations from the
information that was gathered and several recommendations to the County and Agricultural Association for
the future management of the park. This section provides recommendations that suggest further planning
opportunities such as; financial planning, building capital improvement plans, new plans for the Trailhead
Building, campground plans, and grounds/vegetation planning.
This section also provides
recommendations for changes to the County/Agricultural Association Agreement to better fit future
management goals.
The fourth section of the Master Plan is the Appendices which provides details of the Applied Insights
(North); Itasca Fairgrounds Park Public Input Paper, historian Brian Carlson’s historic details, County Park
Law – MS #398.31 to 398.36, Itasca County Agricultural Society Law – MS # 38.01 to 38.38, Itasca
County/ICAA Lease Agreement (2014), Grand Rapids City Comp Plan (excerpt), Itasca County Recreation
Resource Plan (excerpt), and the Itasca County Comprehensive Land Use Plan (excerpt). These items in
the appendices provide great detail of the Master Plan process and the parts that make up the Fairgrounds
Park.
Most of the information will remain the same for the next few revisions; however new, information on
additional history of the site and any new projects, agreements, and detailed plans should be added every
10 years. Given the fact that this is a new Master Plan with many new recommendations to follow, the first
revision should be planned for 5 years out to update any changes or plans that will be incorporated in the
next five years.
Revisions of this plan will be the responsibility of Itasca County, through the County Park System Division.
The Park System will work with the County Park and Recreation Commission and the Agricultural
Association to develop new revisions to be approved by the County Board of Commissioners.

Return to Table Of Contents
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ACRONYMS
ADA - Americans with Disabilities Act
ATV - All-Terrain Vehicle - An ATV is defined in this plan as: “a motorized vehicle with (1) not less than
three, but not more than six low pressure or non-pneumatic tires, (2) a total dry weight of 2,000 pounds or
less; (3) a total width from outside of tire rim that is 65 inches or less.”
CPS - County Park System
DAV – Disabled American Veterans
FPMP - Fairgrounds Park Master Plan
ICAA – Itasca County Agricultural Association
ICPRC - Itasca County Park and Recreation Commission
MN DNR - Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
VFW – Veterans of Foreign Wars

WSCA - Western Saddle Clubs Association

APPENDICES
Please see the attached appendices for additional details.
Appendix A - Brian Carlson’s Historical review
Appendix B - Itasca County Fairgrounds Park Master Plan Results of Public Input
prepared for Itasca County Land Department by Applied Insights

Appendix C - County Park Law – MS #398.31 to 398.36
Appendix D - Itasca County Agricultural Society Law – MS # 38.01 to 38.38
Appendix E - Itasca County/ICAA Lease Agreement
Appendix F - Grand Rapids City Comp Plan
Appendix G - Itasca County Recreation Resource Plan (excerpt)
Appendix H - Itasca County Comprehensive Land Use Plan (excerpt)
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