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O n  any given day community members in Cheyenne, Wyoming, convene in and 
around Holliday Park for a variety of recreational uses. Some bring picnic lunches, 
others use the space to exercise, and most just simply enjoy the views of historic 

Lake Minnehaha.

But it wasn’t long ago that the now peaceful, picturesque body of water looked more like 
split pea soup – and smelled putrid.

“We had a lot of citizen complaints about the smell,” said Rick Parish, the City’s director of 
Parks and Recreation. “It was just an eyesore located in the center of the City, which was a 
real concern because it’s our second most popular park for usage.”

Remediation plan restores balanced 
ecosystem to historic Wyoming lake

By Jennifer Schmidt

Mitigating
the

With the assistance of Ayres Associates, the lake’s water 
quality has been improved and the surrounding park space 
has become safer, healthier, and more accessible to park-
goers.

“The improvements bring a natural sense of place; 
they return Lake Minnehaha to an experience and a 
destination,” said Chris Pletcher, Ayres’ project manager. 
“We’ve restored the lake so that it’s now functional and 
beneficial to the park today but also tied to the historic 
roots of the City of Cheyenne.”

Report details poor conditions
In spring 2011, the City’s Parks and Recreation Department 
hired Ayres to create a conceptual report to address 
the lake’s ecological health issues. At the time, blue-
green algae, which thrives in shallow, non-circulating 
environments, was taking over the lake, and dissolved 
oxygen levels fluctuated from high to low during the 
course of the day based on sunlight.

“It destabilizes the ecosystem and pushes out a lot of 
beneficial species, so it’s not even healthy ecologically let 
alone visually,” Pletcher explained. “While a lot of people 
in town used the park, it was less and less attractive just 

because of the smell and the poor water quality. The blue-
green algae can at times be toxic, and so there were also 
questions of health hazard.”

Ayres’ conceptual report addressed the factors 
contributing to the lake’s poor water quality, picked up on 
previous water quality studies recommending that it be 
filled in if the issues can’t be resolved, and mapped out a 
proposed remediation plan.

“So the questions that the City asked us were ‘Is there 
a way to fix it, do we know what’s going on here, or 
are we just spending fruitless effort that won’t result in 
improvements to the lake?’ ” Pletcher said.

Recommendations made
The remediation plan outlined a prioritized, two-phased 
plan of correction. Phase 1 efforts included increasing 
circulation in the lake, removing an island, and deepening 
the lake from 3 to 8 feet, all of which would help control 
the blue-green algae growth and keep the lake cleaner. 
Removing the island not only helped with water circulation 
but also eliminated what had become an unwelcomed 
goose habitat – with additional problems resulting from 
their droppings.
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Ayres also recommended installing a water circulating 
machine called a GridBee in the middle of the lake. The 
product’s propeller blade spins slowly and creates a steady 
ripple that extends to every corner of the lake.

“(The GridBee) pushes water across the surface of the lake 
and then down to the bottom of the lake – so it’s washing 
the shoreline basically,” Pletcher said. “That disrupts the 
blue-green algae cycle, allows the lake to stay circulated so 
it doesn’t get hot on the top and cold on the bottom, and 
maintains dissolved oxygen levels.”

The first phase of improvements were completed in 
March 2014. The second, and final, phase will address the 
stormwater and pollutants coming into Lake Minnehaha 
after rainfall events. This will be accomplished by adding 
water quality best management practices (BMPs) to the 
storm sewer system upstream of the lake, which help keep 
trash, oil, and sediment from polluting the lake. 

Michael Vinson of Cheyenne’s City Engineer’s office is the 
City’s project manager responsible for coordinating the 
storm drainage improvements.

“We anticipate the new infrastructure will address 
sediment and trash mainly. However, we may also be 
addressing parking lot runoff adjacent to the lake, which 
would include other pollutants,” Vinson said.

What Might’ve Been…
Curious as to what might’ve happened if the City of 
Cheyenne had not gone forward with suggested im-
provements on Lake Minnehaha? Project Manager 
Chris Pletcher of Ayres Associates said the situation 
would’ve ended one of two ways.

“Either the lake would’ve been filled in, which is a 
loss of the aesthetic value to the City and loss of 
flood control value, or we would’ve had to post 
signs and fenced the lake so that no one could touch 
it,” Pletcher said.

Through its remediation plan, Ayres was able to 
help the City avoid both.

“The lake is now clean, clear, accessible, and smells 
nice,” he said. “We don’t have to have signs saying 
‘Don’t Touch. Danger. Hazardous Water,’ and that’s 
been a real value to the City because this park is an 
oasis in the middle of a developed, urban area – and 
we don’t want to lose that value.”

– Jennifer Schmidt

Finishing touches in progress
The final phase – for which Ayres is currently under 
contract – also addresses embankment improvements, 
including flattening steep banks and relocating an asphalt 
trail that had begun to crumble from the eroding bank 
beneath it.

Ayres is completing the design work on this project now, 
with construction expected in early 2016. To Pletcher, 
it’s been a pleasure working on a project five years in the 
making – and seeing it through from beginning to end.

“I enjoyed working with the City staff and seeing a 
partnership between the consultants and the various City 
departments that were involved,” he said, referring to 
Parks and Recreation, City Engineering, and Public Works. 
“We enjoy working with all of the departments, but it’s 
fun to have all of them on a project and be able to work 
together toward a common goal.

“This really allows us to complete that vision that was 
started in 2011,” he continued. “And based on the timeline 
from when the City last did maintenance, we think it’s 
going to be 40 or 50 years before anybody has to come 
back into the lake to do more maintenance – so it’s really a 
long-term, effective solution.”

Being able to enhance both the beauty of the lake 
and the space surrounding it is particularly exciting for 
Teresa Moore, planning manager for the City’s Parks and 
Recreation department.

“Then I think people will really take notice,” Moore said. 
“Even though it’s great to have the improved water quality, 
I think once we move onto these more aesthetic type of 
things, people will really go ‘Wow.’ We’re happy to move 
forward with that with Ayres.”

Parish commended Pletcher and Ayres water resources 
engineer Sam Lowe for an overall job well done.

“I think they had a really good understanding of the 
parameters that we had to work in and the budget 
constraints that we also had,” Parish said. “They were 
willing to be here almost any time that we asked, and on 
the construction management side, Sam was always here 
on the designated days and also here on other days. I was 
quite impressed and very happy with the project.” 

“Minnehaha” 
is a Dakota Sioux word 
meaning “waterfall” or 
“running water”

Including all tasks, the Lake 
Minnehaha remediation project 
will likely cost $2 million to 
$3 million, funded primarily by 
state grants over three grant cycles

Approximately 37,000 cubic 
yards of sediment was removed 
from Lake Minnehaha during the 
remediation process
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A
round the same time the 
conceptual study for Lake 
Minnehaha’s ecological 

mitigation was under development, 
additional Ayres staff were hired to 
design a pedestrian underpass at the 
south end of Holliday Park.

Now complete, the underpass is 
making for safer travel across a busy, 
four-lane state highway and non-
stop travel from Holliday Park to the 
Greater Cheyenne Greenway.

“It’s sort of the big draw, the big 
greenspace in the heart of the 
community,” said Jeff Wiggins, senior 
planner for the City of Cheyenne Parks 
and Recreation Department, referring 
to Holliday Park. “We have a quarter 
to a third of our population working 
in the downtown area, and the park 
is a gathering point for the entire 
community – so it was an important 
destination for us to be able to get to 
with our greenway system.”

Cheyenne’s greenway system weaves 
its way throughout the City. Before 
the underpass’ installation, though, 
trail users looking to enter the park 
were stopped in their tracks when 
they came to Lincolnway, said Darci 
Hendon, a design engineer in Ayres 

Associates’ Cheyenne office, noting 
that an estimated 27,000 vehicles 
travel along this section of the 
highway.

“The Greenway just stopped on the 
south side of Lincolnway, and then all 
of the sudden you got on a regular 
3-foot sidewalk and had to go to the
light and push the button and wait to
go across the highway to get into the
park,” Hendon said.

“It was inaccessible, and it felt like it 
was orphaned,” Wiggins added. 

Installing the underpass connected 
the Greenway system inside and 
outside of the park, making a 
complete trail and giving people a 
safer means of crossing the busy 
highway. 

“Getting people into the park is my 
first priority, and we did,” Wiggins 
said. “Before, you had parents of 
kids in strollers, folks on bike and 
foot, elderly, young, and everything 
in between, and they were sitting 
there going ‘Geez, how do I get across 
here? This is really nasty.’ It was a flat 
out dangerous place to try and cross 
the road, so this made an immense 
improvement.”

The project also made travel safer 
for vehicles. Hendon explained that 
two formerly skewed side streets on 
the south end of Holliday Park were 
realigned to form 90-degree angles 
where they intersect with Nationway, 
improving driver visibility.

Ayres coordinated with the Wyoming 
Department of Transportation to shut 
down the highly traveled Lincolnway 
for two-and-a-half days during 
installation of the underpass. 

“There’s a lot of traffic on Lincolnway, 
and they allowed us to shut the 
whole thing down so that we could 
put the underpass in all in one shot. 
Otherwise, it would’ve been a lot 
longer construction,” said Hendon, 
mentioning that work on the major 
east-west downtown connector 
occurred from a Friday afternoon to 
early Monday morning to decrease 
impacts to the traveling public as 
much as possible.

Wiggins said he appreciated Hendon’s 
efforts during the construction phase, 
saying she was “invaluable as a 
liaison.”

“Darci, in particular, was the point 
person for all of that,” he said. “She 
was very thorough, very thoughtful, 
and made sure that things didn’t 
get swept under the rug. She 
brought issues that arose in the field 
immediately to us and consulted with 
us to find a reasonable solution.”

Many times, Wiggins said she’d come 
back with three or four possible 
solutions – within hours. “She was a 
great ally and assisted us through this 
whole process,” he said.

– Jennifer Schmidt

Connector provides safe passage to park

T he charge often starts small: 
fix the street. Extend water 
service. Replace sidewalks. But 

when communities go beyond routine 
upgrades and work toward long-term 
goals, projects result in much more 
far-reaching and enduring benefits. 
Three Wisconsin communities provide 
examples of how a holistic approach 
resulted in benefits far beyond simple 
utility upgrades. 

Renovations in Baldwin

Baldwin
Population: 3,957
Just north of Interstate 94;  
within easy driving distance 
of Minneapolis-St. Paul, 
Minnesota, and Eau Claire, 
Wisconsin

When the time came to reconstruct 
Main Street, the Village of Baldwin 
formed a committee to determine 
what further updates could benefit 
the community. 

“That’s how we started. Utilities 
needed to be done,” said Mike 
Stoffel, the Ayres Associates engineer 
who coordinated the project. “The 
committee wanted to transform the 
downtown into a destination point 
for residents and visitors. We had 
that goal in mind as we looked at 
improvements for the Village.”

Main Street was a two-way route 
with narrow sidewalks and diagonal 
parking. If drivers parked too close 
to the curb they were in danger of 
hitting the street lights – the distance 
between parking and utilities was 
that close. For more than a year, the 
committee members and business 
owners discussed ideas.

“The businesses drove the project,” 
said Tracy Carlson, Baldwin’s 
administrator/clerk-treasurer. “We 
had many, many meetings with the 
businesses downtown.”

The final design involved making 
Main Street one way to allow wider 
sidewalks and pedestrian-friendly 
amenities. Changing the angle of 
diagonal parking preserved the 
number of parking spaces while 
freeing space for sidewalks, decorative 
lighting, benches, bump-outs, and 
trees to enhance the street. The 
new angle aligns parked vehicles so 
their doors open either in front of or 
behind adjoining vehicles, lessening 
the chance for door dings.  

One concern was moving the stop 
light that had been at the intersection 
of Main Street and USH 63 for years. 
Turning Main Street into a one-way 
route necessitated changing traffic 
patterns, including moving the stop 
light. People worried that without the 
stop light fewer drivers would leave 
the highway and enter the downtown.
“And that has not been the case,” 
Carlson said. The change has made 
little difference in traffic flow off the 
highway and into downtown. The 
change, however, improved overall 
traffic patterns. School buses used to 
travel Main Street between the bus 
garage and the school. Moving the 
stop light created a better, more direct 
path for the buses and removed that 
traffic from downtown. 

Renovation resulted in more 
activity downtown, especially since 
merchants started holding special 
events, including many on the now 
pedestrian-friendly sidewalk. The 
Village and businesses are working on 
signage that will better announce all 
that Main Street has to offer, in hopes 

Three municipal projects show why infrastructure 
improvements are worth the investment

By Kay Kruse-Stanton

Before BeforeAfter After

The committee wanted to transform the 
downtown into a destination point for residents 
and visitors. We had that goal in mind as we 
looked at improvements for the Village.

– Mike Stoffel, Ayres Associates engineer

A Holistic Approach


