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The Lakewalk is a beloved and heavily-used trail system running along the shore of Lake Superior in Duluth. It faces 
severe impacts from storm damage and heavy use. The Duluth Lakewalk Renewal and Brighton Beach Resiliency 
Plan focuses on implementing sustainability goals by "retreating away" from the lake and "re-wilding the landscape" 
to its natural North Shore Coastal Forest ecology. Design solutions address shoreline protection, accessibility 
improvements, and create spaces for reflection and gathering. This plan is tremendously important for both the 
Lakewalk itself and as a model for how we plan resiliency into our landscapes throughout the state.

Abstract:



The Lakewalk is one of the most beloved and heavily used trail systems 
in Duluth, Minnesota, beginning in Canal Park and running nearly 
eight miles along the shores of Lake Superior to Brighton Beach. The 
surrounding landscape is extraordinarily beautiful and is unique in its 
proximity to Lake Superior's waterfront. However, like many of our 
state’s most popular landscapes, the trail is facing devastating impacts 
from storm damage and heavy use. The landscape architecture team’s 
role in shaping a plan that will protect this resource for decades to come 
is tremendously important for both this project and as a model for how 
we plan resiliency into our landscapes throughout the state.

While Duluth is considered a “climate refuge,” it is still impacted by 
climate change with swings in lake levels and more frequent and 
powerful storms rolling in from Lake Superior. From October 2017 to 
October 2019, six powerful storms occurred that produced hurricane-
force winds and rising wave surges that battered the landscape and 
sent large rocks and pavement flying inland. These storms not only 
overturned a large portion of the Lakewalk and Brighton Beach Road, 
but also devastated the strength of the City’s protective shoreline barrier. 
In addition, the trail is in poor condition due to heavy pedestrian use as 
Duluth grows as a tourist destination. Social trails (informal footpaths 
caused by repeated off-trail use) cut through delicate ecosystems and 
increase erosion in sensitive areas.

The landscape architects, in collaboration with City staff and their coastal 
engineer, developed the Duluth Lakewalk Renewal and Brighton Beach 
Resiliency Plan to establish revitalization goals and create conceptual 
designs for the corridor. Design themes focused on implementing 
sustainability and resiliency by "retreating away" from the lake and by 
"re-wilding the landscape" to its natural condition. By restoring as much 
of the shoreline as possible to North Shore Coastal Forest, the City 
reduces maintenance needs while reestablishing a more sustainable 
and resilient landscape. Some coastal areas will require significant 
large-scale infrastructure such as walls and armored stone to resist the 
huge forces of the lake, and some areas will remain more conventional 
with mowed grass, but the primary landscape will focus on vegetation 
restoration using native plant community typologies. 

Another main priority was providing public access to the lakeshore, 
while trying to balance protecting natural resources and preserving the 
natural character of the area. There are roughly 53 social trails along 
this section of the Lakewalk. In order to prevent further erosion, while 
simultaneously providing access to the water's edge, the landscape 
architects recommended that approximately half of the existing social 
trails be permanently closed and that the remaining ones be formalized 
and restored with a more sustainable approach. The team also 
evaluated and reconfigured the trail alignment in three locations to better 
accommodate the accessibility needs of all users. 
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In addition to the overall trail alignment and coastal infrastructure 
areas, the project includes eleven Pause Areas along the corridor and 
the redevelopment of Kitchi Gammi Park and Brighton Beach. The 
Pause Areas are key nodes or areas of interest where there is ample 
parkland and additional open green space for gathering and reflection. 
Recreational activities are either already occurring at these locations or 
are newly proposed and include picnicking, overlooks, and small group 
gatherings. Each node is unique, but they feature furnishings, shelters, 
and similar amenities, coupled with areas for coastal forest restoration, 
rain gardens, and other green infrastructure.

At Kitchi Gammi Park and Brighton Beach, the team focused on 
eliminating lawn, restoring the park back to a North Shore Coastal 
Forest and daylighting the natural drainageways to be key site features 
with a dynamic stream channel design that changes with the natural flux 
of the shoreline. Special attention is paid to opportunities for the public to 
directly access the lake with beach access pockets and kayak launches. 
Repeating design themes are used to increase user legibility and align 
with the broader goals of resiliency, equity, and access.

The Duluth Lakewalk Renewal and Brighton Beach Resiliency Plan has 
already gained significant support from the community and the many 
agencies involved in its creation and implementation. The landscape 
architecture team, along with the City’s coastal engineer, are currently 
preparing documents for a 2022 construction based on designs included 
in this plan for Brighton Beach and a portion of the Lakewalk Trail. This 
transformative and award-worthy plan will create a resilient future for this 
beloved place, and act as a model for places facing similar challenges.
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The beloved Lakewalk Trail runs for nearly eight miles along the shoreline of Lake Superior from Canal Park to Brighton Beach. It is integral to Duluth’s local character, linking 
iconic landmarks, weaving through unique landscapes, and providing stunning views of the lake. This project focused on the “Lakewalk Renewal Area.”
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Lake Superior is famous for gale force windstorms that sink ships and living in harmony with this Great Lake can be difficult. Recent record high-water levels coupled with more 
frequent powerful storms caused significant damage to the Lakewalk Trail, while increased traffic has impacted its sensitive ecology.
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A damage inventory from one storm included flying boulders and debris, pavement undermining, boardwalk, fencing, and site furnishings displacement, embankment erosion, as 
well as destruction to other significant infrastructure components. The plan for revitalization aims not just to repair damage, but to build a more resilient future for the trail.

0 500 1,000 2,000 Feet



The Lakewalk Renewal Area is focused on 1.7 miles of trail improvements, which include eleven “pause areas” along the corridor. This portion, close to downtown and the Canal 
Park entertainment district, experiences heavy visitor use and congestion. Six shoreline revetment sections will also be addressed by the coastal engineer. 
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Trail design standards were developed for three trail conditions: constrained, wide, and split. The design promotes habitat and coastal forest restoration and offers secondary 
routes, allowing pedestrians to get closer to the shoreline for reflection and discovery. 
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The North Shore’s combination of cool summer temperatures and shallow soils results in unique coastal forest plant communities. The planting strategy includes restoring and re-
wilding the shoreline to its original condition as a North Shore Coastal Forest built around four native plant community types. 



A variety of characteristics were considered in assessing 53 existing social trails for potential closure, including destination, trail configuration, slope, location in relation to pause 
areas, and existing conditions like erosion. Maintaining beach access points and overlooks were prioritized, and some key trails were realigned to meet ADA standards. 
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Landscape improvements at Endion Station will enhance the current use and circulation patterns as a main entry point to the Lakewalk. Key design features include maintaining 
the open programmable lawn, refining redundant pathways, improving trail connection points, and allowing for a future Peace Memorial and/or public art display.
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The design for the Pause Area at Fitgers-Malt Shoppe strives to create a destination with flexible areas to rest, eat, play, and connect with local businesses above the Lakewalk, 
while utilizing a natural material palette that celebrates Lake Superior and its rocky shoreline. 
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The trail upgrades at the popular picnic node near Chester Creek will improve accessibility along the primary route, and will include a commuter bypass lane to avoid accidents 
and congestion. A spur trail will provide an opportunity for forest restoration surrounding individual picnic nooks.
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Landscape improvements at the Water Street Trailhead will enhance the Lakewalk’s eastern entrance by creating a new gateway element at a more central location to mark the 
start of this trail section. Re-wilding the surrounding landscape will also reduce mowing maintenance and offer more shading of impervious surfaces.
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The same storms that damaged the Lakewalk did significant destruction to the roadway at Brighton Beach and the park has been temporarily closed. A new one-way road and 
Lakewalk Trail extension will focus on retreating away from the lake while rewilding landscaped areas in between.
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Design features at Brighton Beach also include daylighting stormwater into rock cobble swales, carving in beach access pockets, implementing carriage walks to reduce erosion 
and improve tree health, and designing a dynamic shoreline with the coastal engineers so the shoreline can shift and change with the conditions of the lake.
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The Duluth Lakewalk Renewal and Brighton Beach Resiliency Plan has gained significant support as it strives to protect this unique community asset and tourist destination for 
future generations. Construction is planned to begin summer of 2022, and this guiding document will help secure future funds for ongoing restoration efforts.
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