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|01| EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In September of 2016, KLJ was contracted to develop a Parks and Recreation Master Plan for the City of 
Custer City. The parks and recreation planning process began with an assessment of parks and facilities, trails 
and open space within Custer City. The design team also gathered and reviewed available existing base data 
for the City of Custer including maps, past studies and plans, individual site master plans and other relevant 
information. From these findings, KLJ along with Stanley Design Group performed a detailed needs analysis 
that included ample public and focus group input.

This master plan is the culmination of reviews, analyses, and findings from assessments of Custer City’s 
existing parks and recreation facilities, a thorough public input process, and invaluable feedback from the 
community on important values, themes, and priorities.

PURPOSE OF THE PLAN
The purpose of the Custer City Parks and Recreation Plan is to inventory existing parks and recreation 
facilities in Custer City, identify deficiencies in the parks system and prioritize potential projects and present 
a vision for the development of future parks, open space and recreation activities.

METHODOLOGY
The design team utilized a variety of processes to determine the park and recreation needs of Custer City. 
The activities include:

1. Review of Previous Studies

2. Inventory of Existing Facilities

3. Identifying Needs Through Public Input

4. Compilation of Findings and Recommendations

5. Additional Public Input

6. Finalization of the Parks and Recreation Master Plan

PLAN PROCESS

October 2016
Assessment
of Existing
Facilities

Dec. 2016- 
Feb. 2017

Assessment
of Existing
Facilities

Mar.-Apr. 2017

Final Plan 
Adoption

Community 
Input & Needs
Identification

Oct.-Nov. 2016

Review &  
Public 

Comment

March 2016
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LEVEL OF SERVICE (LOS) ANALYSIS
Level of Service standards for parks, greenways, and open space have been developed by the National 
Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA). These standards provide a guide for communities to assess how 
well they are serving their residents in terms of parks, recreation, and open space opportunities. The 
NRPA has provided this information for general guidance realizing that each community is different and 
each has its own unique needs. Community demographics such as age distribution play an important part 
in determining park amenities and types. For instance, Custer has a larger than average senior population 
(26.5% greater than age 65) which will have different park requirements than a community with a larger 
population of school age children or young adults. Using the NRPA standards, as well as case study 
communities, a narrative can be developed of how well the community is being served in regards to parks 
and recreation facilities.

PARK CLASSIFICATIONS
The following park classifications were used to define parks within the Custer City parks including Pocket 
(Mini), Neighborhood, Community, Special Use and Open Space/Natural Area. The radii associated with 
each park are:

• Pocket Park: ¼ mile radius

• Neighborhood Park: ½ mile radius

• Community Park: 1 mile radius

With this information, the design team was able to identify which types of parks are needed in Custer City 
and which areas are currently underserved by parks.

LEVEL OF SERVICE CONCLUSIONS
Overall, Custer City meets and exceeds NRPA Standards for public open space in terms of acreage per 
1,000 residents. However, park acreage lacks equitable distribution across Custer City neighborhoods. As 
the city continues to grow and develop, areas for neighborhood parks need to be identified to provide a 
more equitable distribution of park land. The development of linear park space along the French Creek and 
Laughing Water Creek will also be important. These greenways can minimize flood damage, enhance safety 
as well as provide improved habitat and recreation opportunities.

RECOMMENDED IMPROVEMENTS & PRIORITIES

PARK DEVELOPMENT GUIDELINES
The intent of parks and recreation classifications is to aid in making acquisition and design decisions for 
park sites, facilities and the organization of park space which is responsive to public needs, creates quality 
recreational experiences and facilities that can be effectively maintained.

Park classifications are generally based on National Parks and Recreation Association (NRPA) guidelines and 
consider variety of uses, size and the area served by each park.

It is not recommended that Custer City develop any additional Pocket (Mini) Parks. Instead, it should focus 
on developing neighborhood parks in underserved areas of the community and redeveloping existing park 

land to improve the quality of park space and increase recreation opportunities.

RANKING CRITERIA
The ranking criteria for recommended park improvements contains seven categories in which each project 
is scored. The seven categories are Recreation/User Value, Health and Safety, Public Input, Operation 
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and Maintenance, Land Acquisition, and Planning Goals and Livability. Using the ranking criteria, a parks 
improvement matrix was developed which prioritizes projects based on their overall score.

When performing assessments on the existing parks in Custer City, there were some issues that were 
identified for most parks. The following are some general recommendations which Custer City should strive 
to achieve on all parks and recreation properties:

1. Comply with the American with Disabilities Act (ADA).

2. Identify and fill gaps in pedestrian and bicycle connectivity.

3. Provide meaningful bike and pedestrian connections to/from neighborhoods parks and recreation 
facilities.

4. Preserve existing natural vegetation or provide buffers within stream corridors.

5. Preserve natural drainage areas and utilize for open space connections

6. Provide proper play surfacing and access to play areas in parks.

7. Provide adequate access to shelters, restrooms and other park facilities.

8. Provide a consistent theme for park monument signs that reflects the character of Custer City.

NEW PARK DEVELOPMENT 
New park development or potential park lands identified during the study phase have been entered in the 
New Park Land priority matrix shown in Table 14. Descriptions for the projects with scored highly in the 
priority matrices follow:

1. French Creek Linear Park & Greenway 

2. Dog Park at Unplanned City Property

3. Rehabilitation of Community Center Site

4. Rehabilitation of Gates Park

5. Master Plan for Harbach Park

SUBDIVISION REGULATIONS
Provisions exist within the Custer City ordinance which provides set-aside for parks and open space as 
development occurs. It is recommended that Custer City work with property owners and developers to 
identify locations for parks which meet the objectives of the parks and open space system and properly 
serve the new neighborhood developments as they occur.

DRAINAGEWAYS AND FLOOD HAZARDS
French Creek and Laughing Water Creek and their tributaries provide an important function in the natural 
ecosystem of Custer City. These drainageways when preserved provide natural stormwater control, preserve 
natural vegetation, increase biodiversity, and improve overall water quality throughout Custer City. In 
addition to the ecological benefits, French Creek and Laughing Water Creek can provide recreational 
benefits for Custer City. Natural drainageways provide opportunities for trail corridors and linear park 
connections between existing and new parks. It is recommended that these drainageways and their 
tributaries be properly managed and utilized for stormwater control and greenway connections for the 
Custer City parks and open space system.
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|02| INTRODUCTION
The Custer City Parks and Recreation Plan is a guide for the future development of parks, trails, 
connections and other recreational facilities within the Custer community. This plan provides the 
framework for making educated decisions based on existing conditions, community priorities, code 
compliance and safety considerations. Custer City has embraced an economy based on outdoor recreation, 
tourism and service. While still tied to other industries such as agriculture and forestry, it is tourism and 
recreation that provides Custer City with a great opportunity. Retirees and families are attracted to Custer 
City due to its beautiful environment, small town atmosphere, history and recreational opportunities.

City parks and open space provide several benefits to the city and its residents. Parks, trails and open space 
promote a healthier population and provide additional economic, social and environmental benefits to the 
community.

Economic: Research as shown that people are frequently willing to pay more for a house in proximity to 
parks, open space or trails than a comparable home located farther away from these amenities. This 
has also been shown to affect commercial properties in the same way. Both factors lead to higher tax 
revenues. Parks and open space make communities more attractive to live and work in. Quality parks, 
open space and trails also make communities more attractive to visit and spend time in and this helps 
generate increased spending in the community.

Social: There are numerous social benefits of quality parks and open space in communities. Residents who 
have access to open space are more likely to subscribe to a healthier lifestyle and be more physically 
active. This can lead to a higher quality of life and reduced risk of premature death, diabetes and heart 
disease. Parks and open space help create a sense of place for a community and increased pride in the 
community. Children who have good access to parks and natural areas are more connected to nature 
and have a better understanding of the natural world around them. Participating in activities offered 
through parks and recreation provide benefits such as relieving symptoms of anxiety and depression.

Environmental: Natural open space, trees, grass and other plantings provide many environmental 
benefits to a community such as helping air pollution, water pollution, cleansing and controlling 
stormwater runoff. Providing natural open space increases the natural filtering of water and air through 
the vegetation and soils preventing many pollutants from contaminating streams and groundwater 
sources. Natural stream and drainage corridors provide important stormwater control and storage 
during storm events. Preservation and enhancement of these natural systems is less expensive than 
engineered solutions such as concrete pipe, concrete lined channels or engineered detention basins.

These factors illustrate the importance of implementing a parks and recreation master plan to promote 
growth and provide a high quality of living for Custer City. This parks and recreation plan will serve as a 
planning and development tool for the City to use as it makes improvements to and expands existing parks 
as well as identifying new areas for parks as the community grows in the future.

REGIONAL CONTEXT
Custer City is in the French Creek Valley of the South Central Black Hills of South Dakota. Custer City is a 
recreation and tourism hub for the region located 40 miles southwest of Rapid City, 30 miles northwest of 
Hot Springs, and 40 miles east of Newcastle, Wyoming. Custer City is also a short 15-minute (or less) drive 
to Custer State Park, Crazy Horse Monument, Wind Cave National Park and Jewel Cave National Monument. 
In addition, Mt. Rushmore National Memorial is a short 25-minute drive from Custer City. The proximity to 
these destinations makes Custer City an important tourism and recreation hub for the Southern Black Hills.

Custer City is the highest city in South Dakota with an elevation of 5,318 feet above sea level. Custer City’s 
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setting and surrounding environment is incredibly unique. The land forms, rock formations, moderate 
climate and scenic beauty have drawn people to the region for its entire history. Several highways provide 
access to and from Custer City including US Highway 16/385 to the north, US Highway 16 to the west, US 
Highway 16A to the east, and US Highway 385 to the south. SD Highways 36, 87, and 89 provide additional 
access to and from Custer City. The Mickelson Trail provides an important recreation corridor through 
Custer City. This 109-mile recreation trail was completed in 1998 and connects Edgemont, SD on the south 
end to Deadwood, SD on the north end. In addition to the primary trail, the Custer State Park Spur provides 
trail access from the Mickelson Trail to Custer State Park to the east.

SOUTHERN BLACK HILLS AND CUSTER COUNTY

Southern Black Hills
Prior to European Settlement, the Black Hills were inhabited by several Native American tribes including 
the Gatche Apache, Cheyenne, Kiowa and Lakota. As early as 1861, residents of what is now Eastern South 
Dakota began organizing groups to explore the Black Hills and confirm reports that gold could be found 
there. These stories of gold prospects continued to provide interest in the Black Hills even though the 
area was off limits to white settlement due to the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868. The citizens of Yankton 
continued pressure on the government to organize an expedition of the area. In 1874, the Black Hills 
Expedition (Figure 1) was led by Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer to explore the area in search 
of a location for a fort, a round to the southwest, and investigate the validity of gold in the area. The 
expedition arrived in the Black Hills on July 22, 1874 and set up camp at present day Custer City.

Figure 1: 1874 Black Hills Expedition

Prospectors who accompanied the expedition found traces of gold in the streams and a significant discovers 
was made on August 1, 1874 in the soil of French Creek. The discovery of gold spread quickly and a gold 
rush ensued bringing thousands of people to the area. When miners found significant gold near Deadwood, 
Custer’s population dwindled to almost nothing overnight as the prospectors flocked to the northern Black 
Hills in search of their fortunes (Figure 2). By 1876 there was an estimated 10,000 people in the Black Hills.
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Figure 2: Sign commemorating historic events and locations in Custer City.

Custer County
Custer County has an area of approximately 1,573 square miles in the southern Black Hills. The county was 
created in 1875 and fully organized in 1877. The county has an estimated population of 8,394 according to 
the American Community Survey data for 2015. The county has several points of interest within its borders 
including Black Hills National Forest, Custer State Park, Wind Cave National Monument and Jewel Cave 
National Monument. Custer City serves as the county seat.

CUSTER CITY INFORMATION

History
Custer City was originally laid out in August of 1875 by a group of miners already in the area. Custer City is 
considered the oldest established town in the Black Hills. The original town was a mile square and divided 
into lots. The name of the town was decided in a close vote by the veterans of the Civil War. The name of 
Custer won out over Stonewall since there were more Union veterans than Confederate veterans. Due to 
the Black Hills Gold Rush that ensued after gold being found during the Black Hills Expedition, Custer grew 
to an estimated 10,000 residents by 1876. After larger deposits of gold were found near Deadwood, SD, the 
town depopulated almost overnight as miners and prospectors left for the northern Black Hills. Historical 
records indicate the population dwindled to 14 people but by the end of 1876 had climbed to 123 people 
again. 

Custer grew steadily due to other industries including the mining of mica and feldspar, forestry and 
ranching development in the area. In 1890, the Burlington Missouri Railroad developed a connection to 
Custer City providing additional transit options in the area. The railroad was eventually abandoned and has 
been redeveloped into the Michelson Trail.
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Character
Custer City is in an incredible scenic area of the southern Black Hill with unique rock outcroppings, forested 
hills, open meadows, dramatic views and incredible natural beauty (Figure 3). This setting provides a 
wonderful living environment for Custer City residents and they are very proud of this environment in which 
they live. Custer City’s setting also provides great visiting experience for tourists to the area and draws 
people to this area of the Black Hills to experience the history, natural scenery, wildlife, hiking, biking, 
rock climbing and other tourism opportunities.

Figure 3: Overview of Custer City from Big Rock Park
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Custer City has evolved into a great mountain town that still maintains its roots in western ranching, 
agriculture, and forestry. It provides a good blend of agricultural, natural and built environments while 
preserving a friendly, small town atmosphere. The downtown core contains some great examples of historic 
architecture which ties Custer City to its important past. New buildings have blended well into this historic 
environment while maintaining their own character (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Images of Downtown Custer City character

DEMOGRAPHICS

Population Demographic
Custer City’s population has had fairly consistent growth over the past 40 years rising from approximately 
1,600 residents in 1970 to approximately 2,000 residents today. Custer County has achieved a larger growth 
rate that Custer City and has an approximate population of 8,446 residents in the county. This could be due 
to a number of factors including the desire to live in a more rural setting or the lack of available land for 
housing in Custer City. Table 1 outlines the historical population data for Custer City and Custer County.

Table 1: Historic Population

Year Custer City % Growth Custer County % Growth

1970 1,597 - 4,698 -

1980 1,830 14.59% 6,000 27.71%

1990 1,741 -4.86% 6,179 2.98%

2000 1,860 6.84% 7,275 17.74%

2010 1,987 6.83% 8,296 14.03%

2015* 1,952 -1.76% 8,446 1.80%

   *Estimated Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

Because Custer City is located near many important Black Hills destinations, it is frequently visited by 
tourists and day-trippers from surrounding areas. In addition to tourists, the county population also relies 
on Custer City for its services. This causes city services including parks to serve a larger number of users 
that would be typical of a town its size. With non-residents serving as important factor to Custer City’s 
economy, it is important to consider tourism impact when assessing the demand on the Custer City Parks 
system.
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Age Demographic
The 2010 American Census shows Custer City to have a larger aging population than the South Dakota or 
national average. The largest percentage of the population falls in the range of 45-64 years with 29.6% of 
the population. The median age of Custer City is 48.6 years, which is 11.8 years higher than the median age 
of the Unites States of 36.8 (See Table 2).

Table 2: Residents’ Age Distribution

Age Custer City South Dakota United Sates

<25 26.3% 34.9% 34.0%

25-44 25.0% 27.9% 30.3%

45-64 29.6% 26.4% 26.4%

>64 22.9% 14.3% 13.0%

   2010 U.S. Census Bureau

Housing and Income Demographic
According to the 2011-2015 American Community Survey (ACS), the median household income (MHI) income 
for Custer City is approximately $41,500, which is lower than the state average MHI of $50,957. It should 
be noted that Census data does not account for second homes and only considers year-round residents of 
Custer City.

According to the ACS, Custer City has approximately 1,072 housing units as of 2015. The average household 
size has decreased 33% over the last 50 years, from an average of 3.06 persons per household in 1960, to 
an average of 2.06 persons per household in 2010. This information is taken from the 2031 Plan: The City of 
Custer City Comprehensive Plan. In the past few years, there have been several housing units constructed 
on the east side of Custer City, especially near the newly construction Custer Schools campus. If this 
development continues, the City should continue to see positive growth through next several years.
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|03| PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY

PURPOSE
The purpose of the Custer City Parks and Recreation Plan is to inventory existing parks and recreation 
facilities in Custer City, identify deficiencies in the parks system and prioritize potential projects and 
present a vision for the development of future parks, open space and recreation activities. This parks 
master plan is intended to serve as a working document to guide the Parks and Recreation Advisory Board, 
elected public officials and city staff in making decisions about budgeting, park facility upgrades, new 
parks and trails development, partnerships, land acquisition and overall community planning. In response 
to a needs assessment and public input, the plan prioritized improvements and services to meet community 
needs.

This plan expands upon several other plans already in place such as the Custer City Comprehensive Plan, 
Community Forestry Plan and the Parks and Recreation Board Five Year Plan, to name a few. The Parks and 
Recreation Master Plan also coordinated with individual site plans already developed for several of the 
parks sites including Gates Park, community center and Inman Park.

This document is intended to be flexible, and presents findings and recommendations that should be 
evaluated, and/or modified every 5 to 10 years as the City responds to unforeseen opportunities and 
constraints as well as changes in residents’ needs and demands in the context of other City priorities.

METHODOLOGY
When developing this parks and recreation plan, the design team utilized a variety of processes to 
determine the park and recreation needs of Custer City. The activities included but are not limited to:

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS STUDIES
The design team gathered and reviewed several past plans and documents relating to Custer City parks and 
recreation operations. These plans provided excellent background information to make informed decisions 
and recommendations about Custer City parks which blend well with previous studies, site master plans 
and adopted policies.

INVENTORY OF EXISTING FACILITIES
Early in the process, the design team performed individual site visits to each park and shared-use (i.e. 
Custer Schools) property to assess their condition, amenities, current maintenance and overall functionality 
of the developed parks. Undeveloped parks and other city land were also inventoried to plan for future 
development.

IDENTIFYING NEEDS THROUGH PUBLIC INPUT
To identify and prioritize needs of the current parks system, the public was engaged in a participatory 
workshop early in the design process. A separate workshop was held at Custer Elementary School to engage 
school age children in the planning process. Idea boards were also placed in the library of the Custer 
Middle/High School for kids to provide suggestions for the future of Custer City parks and recreation. 
A small focus group meeting was held which invited youth sports organizations, local clubs, service and 
non-profit organizations and government agencies. In addition, an Online survey was developed to gather 
additional input.
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COMPILATION OF FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Upon completing the inventory and study phase of the project, the design team compiled the results 
and analyzed them according to seven categories: Recreation/User Value, Health and Safety, Public 
Input, Project Cost, Operation and Maintenance, Land Acquisition, and Planning Goals/Livability. 
Recommendations and guidelines were then presented according to analysis of the conducted review and 
rating system.

PREVIOUS STUDIES & POLICY FRAMEWORK

2031 PLAN: CITY OF CUSTER CITY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
The Custer City Comprehensive Plan was adopted in 2013 to guide the future growth and development 
of the city. There are several elements which relate to parks and recreation contained within the 
Comprehensive Plan. The following items have been identified as relating to parks and recreation 
development and should be considered when fulfilling this Parks and Recreation Master Plan:

1. Purpose – “Enhance the features that contribute to the quality of life within the community, such as 
parks and recreation areas, preservation of historic resources, conservation of natural resources, 
and quality public safety services…”

2. Strategy 2.2.1 – “Develop a long-range park and recreation plan that identifies the needs and 
opportunities that must be addressed in the community.”

3. 5-5 Stormwater – “The most important components of the city’s storm drainage system are French 
Creek, Laughing Water Creek and their tributaries… Similarly, smaller natural drainage channels 
extending into developed areas should be maintained as an alternative to structural improvements. 
Use of this technique will normally provide both recreational benefits and environmental 
benefits.”

4. Transportation System Policy – “Provide for a multi-modal transportation system that is inclusive of 
automobile, pedestrian, bicycle and public transportation.”

5. Pedestrian and Bicycle Facility Policies

 a. “Create a safe, convenient and attractive bicycling and walking environment.”

 b. “Develop a comprehensive pedestrian or bicycle facilities network among residential 
neighborhoods, workplaces, downtown, schools, the library, recreation centers, parks and other 
destinations.”

 c. “Continue to promote and expand regional pedestrian or bicycle facilities.”

6. Natural, Cultural, and Scenic Resources – “…work with the County and Forest Service to develop a 
strategic plan for the protection and improvement of water quality in the French Creek Basin.”

CITY OF CUSTER LONG TERM RECREATION COMMITTEE STRATEGIC PLAN, 2004
In 2004, the Long-Term Recreation Committee was charged with reviewing and identifying recreation 
needs within Custer City and developing a strategic plan to address those needs. The plan developed a 
recreational vision for the community and set several short and long term objectives to improve recreation 
opportunities for Custer City residents. The Parks and Recreation Master Plan should coordinate with these 
objectives and support them. Some of the related items include:

1. Vision – Custer area year-round recreation be available to all, regardless of age, ability or economic 
status, and that it be fun, safe, dynamic and of the highest standard of excellence.

2. Objective – Develop a community center in partnership with area governmental and not-for-profit 
entities that would enhance year-round recreation.

3. Also discussed during several interviews in the process, was the need to improve and properly 
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maintain the existing parks and recreation facilities.

COMMUNITY FORESTRY PLAN
The Community Forestry Plan was originally adopted in February of 2012 and revised in June of 2014. The 
purpose of the plan is to provide information, guidance and objectives for managing Custer City’s public 
green spaces and serves as the comprehensive tree plan for the city. The plan contains several goals, 
practices and recommendations which closely relate to the Parks and Recreation Master Plan. Some of them 
include:

1. “Planting a diverse mix of locally adapted shade and fruit trees in city parks and public spaces.”

2. “Retain current park and street trees through proper maintenance, thinning overcrowded trees, and 
replacement where needed.”

3. The plan also contains specific recommendations for each city park and public space.

CUSTER PARK AND RECREATION BOARD FIVE YEAR PLAN
The Custer City Park and Recreation Board prepared a five-year plan which outlined various parks 
improvements from 2013-2017. Most of the items on the plan relate to maintenance of existing parks, 
improvements/amenities to the Mickelson Trail linear park system, providing matching funds for various 
grants and supporting summer entertainment in downtown Custer.
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|04| EXISTING CONDITIONS AND INVENTORY 

EXISTING PARKS AND RECREATION FACILITIES
The following section indicates the existing park amenities, location of amenities, and existing master plans 
(Figure 5).  From this inventory, the report will quantify the amenities and use that data to determine the 
park system’s level of service for the community and 3-mile platting jurisdiction. 

Figure 5: Existing Parks and Recreation Facilities

1- Gates Park

2- Rocky Knolls Golf Course

3- Dick Estes Fitness Course

4- City Pool

5- Old Elementary

6- Way Park

7- French Creek Park

8- Harbach Park

9- Big Rock Park

10- Disc Golf Course

11- Pageant Hill

12- Inman Park

13- Football Field & Track

14- Custer School Campus

15- Unplanned City Property

   Mickelson Trail

   City Limits
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DEDICATED AND DEVELOPED PARKS

Gates Park

Figure 6: Gates Park Existing Conditions Map

Gates Park (West End Dam, Figure 6) is approximately 12 acres and is located on the west end of Custer 
City along Highway 16. The park contains a softball diamond, bleachers, concessions/storage building, 
playground, restroom, picnic shelters, picnic tables, benches, ADA accessible fishing pier, and gravel 
parking area (Figure 7, Figure 8, Figure 9). Gates Park is classified as a community park and provides an 
important parks and recreation anchor on the west side of Custer City (Table 3).
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Table 3: Gates Park Existing Conditions

Amenity Number Condition Notes

Picnic Tables 2 Good

Bench 2 Good Vinyl coated steel

Grill 1 Good

Shelter(s) 2 Good Wooden with steel roof

Restroom 1 Good Vault toilet, not ADA accessible

Playground 1 Good 2,600 SF play zone, composite structure

ADA Accessibility NA Poor ADA access needed to restroom, playgrounds, 
shelter, seating areas

Parking Areas 1 Fair Potholes and drainage issues, gravel

Lighting Good Wooden poles

Baseball/Softball 1 Good Fencing needs some minor maintenance

Bleacher Seating 2 Good Aluminum 5-row

Storage Shed 1 Good Concrete block with steel roof

Currently, there is no water in the fishing pond but a Master Plan has been developed to restore the pond. 
This master plan was completed by Design Works, Inc. (Figure 10) to further develop the park and provide 
additional amenities such as playground, picnic areas, bike path, an area for ice skating, ADA fishing 
piers, organized parking area and additional tree plantings. The designed master plan for Gates Park also 
addresses some of the issues related to ADA accessibility for parking, restrooms and playground access.

Figure 7: Gates Park
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Figure 8: Gates Park

Figure 9: Gates Park
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Figure 10: Design Works Master Plan for Gates Park
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Community Garden
The Custer Community Garden site (Figure 11) is located in Gates Park on Wazi Lane just east of the West 
End Dam as shown in Figure 6. The site consists of approximately 40 garden plots, each measuring 20’ by 20’ 
square. Grassed walkways approximately 4-foot wide provide access between plots. The site is surrounded by 
a 6-foot welded wire galvanized fence. Parking is facilitated with a gravel area adjacent Wazi Lane.

Figure 11: Community Garden
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Community Center

Figure 12: Community Center Existing Conditions Map 

The Community Center (Figure 12) site is located at the intersection Crook Street and North 4th Street. The 
site is the previous Custer Elementary School and has been identified as the new location for a community 
center and Custer City administration offices. The site has an area of approximately 4 acres including 
building and parking areas. The site has several remaining play elements from the previous elementary school 
including play structures, swings, grassed field and hard surface play area (Figure 13, Figure 14, Figure 15, 
Table 4).
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Figure 13: Community Center

Figure 14: Community Center
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Figure 15: Community Center

Table 4: Community Center Existing Conditions

Amenity Number Condition Notes

Playgrounds 3 Fair Wooden play structure in poor condition

Swings 3 Fair Two smaller swing sets are in poor condition

Basketball 1 Poor Surface and goals needs to be replaced

Grassed Play 
Field 1 Poor Turf in poor condition, not irrigated

ADA Accessibility NA Poor None of the play areas are ADA accessible

Parking Areas 1 Good

Lighting 1 Poor May need additional site lighting for safety
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A master plan for the Custer City Community Center was completed by Fennell Design and Tallgrass 
Landscape Architecture in 2012 (Figure 16). This plan was a community-based effort to develop ideas for 
rehabilitating the existing building to be used as a community center, recreation programs and city office 
space. The site was designed to provide new outdoor recreation elements including community playground, 
basketball courts, walking/exercise circuit, winter sledding hill and the potential for a future swimming pool. 
It is intended that the YMCA will occupy the building and move most its functions from the current location.

Figure 16: Custer City Community Center Site Master Plan
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Way Park

Figure 17: Way Park Existing Conditions Map

Way park (Figure 17 & Figure 18) is small park with 0.62 acres and contains the Dr. Flick Cabin which is 
the oldest known structure still in existence in the Black Hills. The cabin along with the land for Way Park 
was donated by Dr. Daniel Flick who lived in the cabin from 1876 until the early 1900’s. Way Park also has 
a memorial dedicated to Horace N. Ross who while with Custer’s Black Hills Expedition discovered gold in 
1874. The Park currently is a central activity hub for downtown Custer City during the year hosting many 
community activities such as festivals, farmers’ market, holiday tree lighting and many other community 
events. The park contains a central gathering plaza, the historic Dr. Flick Cabin, Ross Memorial, public 
restrooms, picnic tables, benches, drinking fountain and water-wise landscaping.
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Figure 18: Way Park

Table 5: Way Park Existing Conditions

Amenity Number Condition Notes

Interpretive Cabin 1 Good

Picnic Tables 3 Good One ADA accessible table

Drinking Fountain Good

Restrooms 1 Good Full city services

ADA Accessibility NA Good Park is ADA accessible

Flagpole 1 Good

Lighting 1 Good Flagpole lighting
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French Creek Park

Figure 19: French Creek Park Existing Conditions Map

French Creek Park (Figure 19) 1.5-acre park developed by ranchers and farmers in the 1950’s to provide them 
a place to have picnics when they were visiting Custer City. French creek runs through the park creating 
a very nice creek side environment. The park contains (see Table 6) two playground areas, three picnic 
shelters, grills, picnic tables, water fountain, restroom and two parking areas. The park has a small bridge 
on the north side of the park connecting it to the Mickelson Trail. A small horse corral is also adjacent to the 
Mickelson Trail at this location. The site is slopes at a moderate rate from the south toward French Creek 
along the north edge of the site. There are several mature trees along Gordon Street and smaller trees 
planting around the site (see Figure 20, Figure 21 & Figure 22).
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Figure 20: French Creek Park

Figure 21: French Creek Park



CITY OF CUSTER PARKS AND RECREATION MASTER PLAN • 35 • 

Figure 22: French Creek Park

Table 6: French Creek Park Amenities

Amenity Number Condition Notes

Picnic Shelters 3 Good Review for ADA accessibility

Picnic Tables 6 Good

Grills 3 Good

Playground 2 Fair Non-compliant surfacing & safe zone; Metal slide 
does not comply with current standards

Drinking Fountain 1 Good

Restrooms 1 Good Vault toilet, not ADA accessible

ADA Accessibility NA Poor ADA access needed to restroom, playgrounds, 
shelter

Parking Areas 2 Fair Gravel surfacing

Bridge 1 Poor Leaning, settling around abutments
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Harbach Park

Figure 23: Harbach Park Existing Conditions Map 

For the purpose this master plan, when discussing Harbach Park this includes the sand volleyball courts, and 
the multi-purpose court area east of 7th Street (Figure 23). Although developed at different times, the parks 
amenities together create a central recreation activity zone south of the downtown Custer City (Table 7). 
The park is approximately 4-acres in size and contains a playground, three shelters, sand volleyball court, 
tennis courts, basketball court, skate park, restrooms, horseshoe courts, drinking fountain and parking areas. 
French Creek runs through the south edge of the park and has a small pedestrian bridge to cross the creek in 
the middle of the park. Harbach Park serves as a gathering place for various community events and regional 
events such as the annual Mickelson Trail Trek (Figure 24, Figure 25).
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Figure 24: Harbach Park

Figure 25: Harbach Park
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Figure 26: Harbach Park

Table 7: Harbach Park Amenities

Amenity Number Condition Notes

Picnic Tables 6 Good One ADA accessible table

Grills 2 Good

Playground 1 Fair Non-compliant surfacing; Metal standing spinner does 
not comply with current standards

Drinking Fountain 1 Fair Not ADA accessible

Restrooms 1 Good Full city services

ADA Accessibility NA Fair Some sidewalks are present but not all elements are 
accessible

Parking Areas 3 Fair 1 paved (Washington St.), 2 gravel surfaced

Bridge 1 Fair Needs maintenance, not ADA compliant

Volleyball Courts 3 Good Sand volleyball courts

Horseshoe Courts 6 Good

Tennis Courts 2 Poor Surfacing in poor condition (cracks & ponding), nets 
need replaced, fencing needs maintenance

Basketball Court 1 Fair Surfacing in poor condition, re-striping needed, goals 
in good condition
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Big Rock Park

Figure 27: Big Rock Park Existing Conditions Map

Big Rock Park provides an incredible connection to nature in the middle of Custer City (Figure 27, Table 
8). This 73-acre park (including Pageant Hill area) provides a network of hiking trails leading to incredible 
views of Custer City and the surrounding Black Hills. The undeveloped land on which Big Rock Park sits 
was part of the original township and was purchased and donated to Custer City for use as a park for its 
residents. The park is accessed by primarily two areas, the Custer Skywalk Trail which begins at 6th Street 
near Harbach Park and from Big Rock Trail along Canal Street near Pageant Hill. Trails lead to two incredible 
overlook platforms one on the southern edge that looks toward downtown Custer City and Black Elk Peak 
(formerly known as Harney Peak) and the other at the top of Big Rock which affords 360-degree views to the 
surrounding Black Hills.
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Figure 28: Custer Skywalk Overlook

Figure 29: Big Rock Park
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Figure 30: Images of Big Rock Park

Figure 31: Big Rock Park
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Figure 32: Big Rock Park
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Figure 33: Big Rock Park

Table 8: Big Rock Park Amenities

Amenity Number Condition Notes

Shelter 1 Good Shelter at overlook

Overlook Platform 1 Good Steps on path up to Big Rock Overlook need to be reset 
and trail maintained

Picnic Tables 1 Good

Hiking Trails 1 Fair Erosion in several areas, steps need to be maintained/
reset, culverts silted in, drainage needs to be improved

Benches 6 Good Consider adding benches along the trail

ADA Accessibility NA Fair Consider providing ADA access to portions of the trail

Parking Areas 3 Fair 1 paved (Washington St.), 2 gravel surfaced

Disc Golf Course 1 Good Maintain vegetation around tees, consider changing 
walking routes periodically to preserve vegetation

Restroom 1 Fair Portable Restroom. Consider adding permanent 
restroom with ADA accessibility
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Pageant Hill

Figure 34: Pageant Hill Existing Conditions Map

Pageant Hill is approximately 15 acres in size has a long history for Custer City(Figure 34). It was the site 
for over 75 years of the Gold Discovery Days Pageant which operated from 1923 to 2000. Currently, the site 
provides a large venue space for various festivals throughout the year such as Burning Beetle, balloon rally, 
community fireworks display, and the Southern Hills Music Festival. The site slopes moderately from west 
to east and sits on the edge of the natural pine forest of Big Rock Park. A small gravel parking lot provides 
access to Pageant Hill from Canal Street at the north end of the property.

There are several historic stone structures around the perimeter of the site and the remains of a stone 
performance area at the west end of the property. The stone performance stage was used during the Pageant 
for displaying a human American flag. Since that time, a lean-to shelter was built on the back side of it 
providing a small shade and gathering space. The disc golf course begins in Pageant Hill and traverses up 
the hill into Big Rock Park. An interpretive map greets visitors at the parking lot and describes the history 
of Pageant Hill and Big Rock Park and serves as a map of both parks. Portable restrooms are provided at the 
west side of the park near the shelter (Figure 35, Figure 36, Figure 37, Table 9).
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Figure 35: Pageant Hill

Figure 36: Pageant Hill
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Figure 37: Pageant Hill

Table 9: Pageant Hill Amenities

Amenity Number Condition Notes

Shelter 1 Fair Concrete pad needs to be replaced, not accessible

Restrooms 1 Fair Portable, not ADA accessible

Trails 1 Poor Grassed trail, formal connection from parking lot to 
Big Rock Trail needed 

Interpretive Sign 1 Good New sign provides history and orientation

ADA Accessibility NA Poor No ADA accommodations exist

Parking Areas 1 Fair Gravel surfacing

Disc Golf Course 1 Good Maintain vegetation around tees, consider changing 
walking routes periodically to preserve vegetation
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DEDICATED/UNDEVELOPED PARKS

Inman Park

Figure 38: Inman Park Existing Conditions Plan

This park (Figure 38, Figure 42, Figure 47) is an undeveloped property north of Lincoln Street and east of 
N. 8th Street. The park lies in the Laughing Water Creek floodplain and consists of open wetland meadow 
vegetation. The Mickelson Trail which travels along the east boundary of the property is approximately 20 
feet higher in elevation than the site. Previously, park three conceptual plans (Figure 39, Figure 40, Figure 
41) were developed by Tallgrass Landscape Architecture to illustrate the potential park development for the 
site.
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Figure 39: Inman Park Concept 1, prepared by Tallgrass Landscape Architecture
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Figure 40: Inman Park Concept 2, prepared by Tallgrass Landscape Architecture
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MICKELSON TRAIL CONNECTION

PLAYGROUND

RESTROOM BUILDING

INMAN 
PARK 

CUSTER, SD
frog pond PARK

PARKING - 5 SPACES + 1 ADA SPACE

CREEK CROSSINGS

PARK SHELTER WITH PICNIC TABLES

MICKELSON TRAIL CONNECTION

SLOPE SWINGS

FROG PONDS ALONG CREEK

PLAYING LAWNS WITH NATURAL AREAS

MAY 2014MAY 2014MAY 2014

Figure 41: Inman Park Concept 3, prepared by Tallgrass Landscape Architecture

 

Figure 42: Inman Park Sites
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Unplanned City Property

Figure 43: Existing Conditions Plan 

This undeveloped 3.25-acre City-owned property (Figure 43, Figure 44, Figure 45) is located at the 
intersection Gordon Street and S. 11th Street. French Creek travels through the south half of the site 
from west to east. Along the north edge of the site, the Custer State Park Spur recreational trail connects 
the Mickelson Trail with Custer State Park. The site is a relatively level open grassed field. Originally, the 
property was identified as a potential location for soccer fields. The turf mowed on a regular basis and is in 
fair condition with some bare exposed areas. In 2016, the City of Custer applied for and was successful in 
receiving funding for a Transportation Alternatives Program grant to provide a shared use path connection 
from the Custer State Park Spur Trail to the Custer Schools Campus. When completed, this shared use path 
will run along the west and south edges of the site.
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Figure 44: Unplanned City Property

Figure 45: Unplanned City Property
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OTHER RECREATION FACILITIES

City Pool
The City Pool located at the northwest corner of North 3rd Street and Crook Street provides Custer City’s only 
swimming recreation opportunity (Figure 46, Figure 47). The pool was recently repaired with a new liner to 
eliminate leaks from an aging pool. The new liner is expected to last between 15-20 years. The pool is a basic 
rectangular pool with no additional water play, slides or splash pad features. A combination bathhouse and 
concession area building is located on the east side of the site. The only shade on the site is located under 
the roof adjacent the concession area. Parking is located along the east side and south sides of the property. 
Parking surfacing is gravel. An ADA accessible ramp provides access from the 3rd Street sidewalk to the 
building. However, a handrail is needed on both sides of the ramp.

Figure 46: City Pool

Figure 47: City Pool
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Custer Schools Football Field & Track
The Custer Schools football field and track provides an important recreation opportunity for Custer City 
residents (Figure 48). The track is currently used by many people for walking. The all-weather surface 
provides a great walking surface in all seasons. On-site parking is provided it is adjacent to the Mickelson 
Trail for easy access. A sidewalk connection along N. 10th Street might could provide better connectivity to 
the site from the Custer Regional Hospital site and Wedgewood Regional Senior Care assisted living facility.

Figure 48: Track & Field
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Custer Schools Campus
The Custer Schools Campus has two playgrounds, basketball courts, football field, three soccer fields of 
various sizes, softball diamond, and baseball diamond (Figure 49, Figure 50). While not an official city park, 
the school campus serves as a neighborhood park for the southeast area of Custer City. The school system and 
Custer City have a shared use agreement for the site. Recently Custer City was notified that it was successful 
in securing a Transportation Alternatives Grant to develop a shared-use path connection from the Custer Park 
Spur Trail to the Custer Schools Campus. This will provide a safe route for students to use to travel to and 
from the schools.

Figure 49: Custer Schools

Figure 50: Custer Schools
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YMCA
The Custer YMCA is located at 644 Crook Street in the historic log community building (Figure 51, Figure 
52). The building houses a gymnasium, workout spaces, locker rooms and offices. The YMCA organizes and 
manages many of the youth sports activities for the community. They also manage the City Pool during the 
summer. A YMCA managed daycare is located just west of the Custer School Campus and an after-school 
program is run at Custer Elementary School. The YMCA has plans to relocate a majority of their operations 
to the Community Center once the project is completed. It is anticipated that the historic log building will 
continue to be used for various YMCA functions and activities.

Figure 51: YMCA

Figure 52: YMCA
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Custer Skywalk Trail
The Custer Skywalk Trail provides a 0.25-mile connection to Big Rock Park from S. 6th Street near Harbach 
Park (Figure 53). The crushed stone and timber-stepped trail winds its way up the forested hillside to an 
overlook which provides views over downtown Custer City and views toward Black Elk (formerly Harney) 
Peak, Calamity Jane Peak and the Needles area of the Black Hills. While a formal trail doesn’t connect Custer 
Skywalk Trail to Big Rock Trail, only about 140 feet separate Custer Skywalk Trail to an access road which 
crosses Big Rock Trail. The scenery along the trail is exceptional with natural rock outcrops covered in lichens 
and moss, mature ponderosa pine forest canopy and small open meadows.

 

Figure 53: Images of Custer Skywalk Trail
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Mickelson Trail & Custer State Park Spur
The Mickelson Trail provides a crucial trail corridor through Custer City (Figure 54). It connects several parks 
together and provides an incredible recreational resource and economic draw to Custer City. The entire 
trail is 109 miles from Deadwood, SD to Edgemont, SD. The Mickelson Trail provides approximately 2 miles 
of linear park from the northeast area of Custer to the south edge of the city along Highway 385. The trail 
surface is in good condition. A developed trail-head exists at Harbach Park just south of downtown Custer 
City.

The Custer Park Spur Trail provides access from the Mickelson Trail near South 11th Street to State Park to the 
east (Figure 55). The trail travels along the south side of Highway 16A. The spur trail provides an excellent 
opportunity to provide a pedestrian and bicycle connection to the east side of Custer City including almost 
direct access to the Unplanned City Property at South 11th Street and the Custer Schools Campus. The trail 
surface is in good condition but the concrete detectable warning panels are in poor condition and need to be 
replaced.

Figure 54: Mickelson Trail
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Figure 55: Custer State Park Spur
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Dick Estes Fitness Park
This 0.25-mile crushed stone looped trail is located along east side of North 3rd Street across from the 
Black Hills National Forest Service Hell Canyon Work Center (Figure 56). The trail features various fitness 
stations along the trail loop primarily wood construction including pull-up bars, balance beams, box jumps, 
inclined sit-up benches and other activities. The crushed stone trail is in fairly stable condition and routine 
maintenance should be continued. Some of the exercise stations are showing their wear could use some 
maintenance and material replacement. Custer City should work with the United States Forest Service (USFS) 
to identify improvements needed and identify potential funding sources. Since this facility was constructed 
by and exists on USFS property, collaboration is needed. The fitness trail provides a recreation amenity to this 
neighborhood of Custer City and should be maintained and improved upon. 

 

Figure 56: Images of Dick Estes Fitness Trail
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Rocky Knolls Golf Course
Rocky Knolls Golf Course offers a par 36, 9-hole course nestled in the natural ponderosa pine forest of the 
southern Black Hills (Figure 57). The course is located about 2/3 mile west of downtown Custer City along 
West US Highway 16. The course opened in 1965 and has a total yardage of 3,085 yards from the longest tee. 
The course provides an additional recreational activity for Custer City residents and visitors to the area and 
is an integral part of Custer City’s parks and open space system. The course is managed by a seven-member 
Board of Directors, general course manager and clubhouse/pro shop manager. An assessment of the course 
wasn’t included in the scope of work for this parks master plan but several improvements are planned for 
the course including upgrading the irrigation system, fairway improvements and other course upgrades to 
increase the golf experience of the course.

Figure 57: Rocky Knolls Golf Course view of hole 5
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PARK FACILITY INVENTORY
All City of Custer park amenities are depicted in Table 10. The table indicates park users have several 
available park spaces and types of facilities available.

Table 10: Inventory of Developed Park Facilities
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Picnic Tables 3 2 4 6 10 1 5

Bench 2 6 4 5

Grill 1 4 3

Drinking Fountain 1 1

Dog Waste Station 1

Gazebo/Shelter 2 3 1

Restroom 1 1 1 1 1 1

Playground 1 4 2 1 2

ADA Accessibility Y Y

Parking Areas 1 2 1 2 4 1 2 2

Bike Rack 1 1 2

Lighting 1 1 1

Information Kiosk 1 1

Interpretation 2 2 2

Horseshoe Pit 6

Skateboard Elements 5

Tennis Court 2

Sand Volleyball 4

Irrigation System Y Y

Basketball 1 1 3

Baseball/Softball 1 2

Football Field 2 1

Soccer Field 3

Running Track 1

Bleacher Seating 2 2

Storage Shed 1 6

Disc Golf* 1 1

*Located on both Big Rock Park and Pageant Hill
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|05| PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT
Community input and support are critical to a master plan and its development process.  Community input 
helps guide decision-making and programming while community support helps with long-term “buy-in.”  The 
following is the analysis of the community workshops indicating the common themes for the Custer Park 
system.  Participants were asked for their ideas; explanation of park problems, issues, and inadequacies; and 
to share their vision for the park system.  

The master plan divides the stakeholders into two groups, (1) Community Stakeholders and (2) Program 
Stakeholders.  

COMMUNITY STAKEHOLDERS
Community stakeholders are individuals, neighbors, concerned citizens and community groups such as dog 
walkers or running groups. 

The community stakeholders were engaged through three different formats including:  

• A public meeting, 

• Presentations with elementary and high school students, and

• A digital survey.  

Community members 50 and over were well represented at the public meeting, under 18 was engaged in 
the school meetings; finally, our team was able to interact with community member between the ages of 25 
and 45 with the digital survey.  Notifications for the all meetings and surveys were announced through social 
media (Facebook), flyers, signs in parks, and signs posted in downtown businesses.

PROGRAM STAKEHOLDERS
Program Stakeholders have always been an important and consistent proponent for the Custer Park System.  
Program Stakeholders are activity and recreation groups that run an organized activity or they are organized 
groups that have secured a permit from the City of Custer for that activity.   The Custer YMCA is the largest 
program stakeholder; this organization operates programs such as youth archery, tumbling, baseball, T-ball, 
soccer, basketball, golf, and marital arts.   Over the years, the Custer Park System has expanded and 
developed to accommodate these activities.  

A small focus group meeting was held with the program stakeholders. Various organizations were invited to 
discuss to the meeting and approximately 15 people attended. Discussions focused on how their organization 
currently used the parks and what their future park and recreation needs might be. Potential improvements 
were identified, as well as, maintenance needs for the existing parks.
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PUBLIC MEETING NO. 1
The first public meeting was held on Tuesday October 25, 2016 (Figure 58).  The meeting began with our 
design team introducing the master planning process; the attendees (approximately 35 individuals) were 
divided into three groups that rotated between three stations.  The stations included:

1.  Where I live, what parks to I use and what routes to I take to get to the park?

2.  Favorite activity/activities needed/what needs to be fixed

3. New parks/new connections

After the attendees had worked through each station, the entire group participated in a final review and 
comment period where everyone was able to voice any major concerns, ideas, or issues that were not 
discussed during the 3-station exercise.  All comments and notes were color coded based on an age range, for 
this meeting 90 percent of the attendees were 55 and over. 

 

Figure 58: Images from Public Meeting No. 1
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STATION NO. 1

Where I Live|What Parks I Use|What Routes I Take To Get To The Park
The three favorite parks of the meetings attendees were Harbach, Big Rock and Pageant Hill.   Most travel to 
parks by automobile, then by bicycle, and finally by walking.

Summary 
The age group represented by the turnout indicates that individuals over 55 prefer to use Harbach, Big Rock 
and Pageant Hills Parks.  Most drive to the park.  Specific corridors through the city began to emerge. 

• 3rd street is a major corridor for biking and walking.

• 5th, 7th, and 9th Streets are routes people take with cars.

• Montgomery Street is a major route for bicycles and cars.

• The Mickelson Trail is heavily used by bicycles and pedestrians along French Creek, however use drops 
dramatically when the creek and trail separate.  

• Sydney Park Road into Custer is a high use automobile route.  Automobile traffic then continues on 
Washington Street to Gordon Street.

• Bicycle and pedestrian traffic on the southeast section of Custer prefer to use Needles to 10th to Canal to 
8th street, following the edge of Pageant Hill Park.

STATION NO. 2 

Favorite Activities|Activities Needed|Needs To Be Fixed - Summary of Comments

Custer School Campus
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Better Soccer Fields 1 $-
Additional Sidewalks 3 $10

Unplanned City Property
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Dog Park 16 $160

Football Field And Track
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Connections To And From Senior Center  7 $60
More Football Games 1 $56

Inman Park
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Better Connections To Track And Field 5 $61
Make Into A Real Park 2 $0

Community Garden
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

New Fencing 0 $-

Gates Park
Idea Support Votes Money Votes
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Need To Complete West Dam Project 4 $325
Need A Bigger Park For Events 0 $-
When Water Returns; 
 - Ice Skating And Room Ball Activities 8 $1
Dog Park 4 $337
Signage For Crossing The Street 1 $-

Way Park
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Water Fountain To Include Drinking For Dogs 3 $10
Bike Friendly Community 3 $100
Mark Bike Lanes 7 $30
Install A Bandshell 0 $-
Maintain The Farmers Market 4 $-
Add Audio/Visual For Movies And Music In The Park 2 $67

City Pool
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Maintain The Pool 0 $-

French Creek Park
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Add Walking And Biking Path Along Gordon Street 1 $-
Fix Bridge At 4Th Street 0 $-
Fix Bridge At 5Th Street 1 $30
Add Benches Along The Mickelson Trail 0 $-
Add Benches In The Park 4 $-
Beautification For The Gardens 2 $67
Add Areas For Fly Fishing 1 $11
Add Additional Parking 2 $20
Improve Ada Access 1 $-

Old Elementary School 
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Complete The Community Center 13 $256
Indoor Pool With Outdoor Spray Park 22 $1,214
Dog Park, Socializing Area, Ice Rink 0 $-

Harbach Park
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Improve Mickelson Trail-head - $-
Update Shelters 0 $-
Add Lighting For Evening Events 10 $160
Tennis Courts & Skate Park 4 $92
New Playground Equipment And Surfacing 7 $-
Add Benches Near The Mickelson 0 $150

Big Rock Park
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Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Add Mountain Bike Trails 7 $352
Expand The Trail System 0 $-
Trail Signage 0 $50
Trail Connection To The Top 0 $-

Pageant Hill
Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Add Lighting For Evening Sledding 8 $108
Install New Shelter 2 $66
Add Restroom 3 $-
Add Concert Activity 7 $125
Develop The East Side For More Use 0 $10
Develop Bridge To Pageant Hill From Mickelson Trail 5 $170

Station No. 2 Summary

After all the ideas for the parks were posted the attendees were given $127 to spend on the ideas, essentially 
voting on the improvement.  We look toward the ideas that received high social votes and monetary 
votes, indicating that the idea is both “like” in concept and people are willing to spend money for the 
improvement, as they see value in it.  The attendees are interested in the following improvements:

• The development of a dog park with an off-leash section.

• The development of solid and safe connections through the city.  

• The development of a community-center and an indoor pool complex.

• A high-quality outdoor venue for performances and events.   Components of the outdoor venue include 
lighting, sound, open-space, and support buildings (restrooms, shelters, etc.).

• Trails for biking and walking.

STATION NO. 3

Where New Parks Lands Should Be Developed|Where New Connections Should Be Made - 
Summary of Comments for New Public Spaces or Parks

Idea Support Votes Money Votes

New Park At Boot Hill 2 $1
Dog Park At The Unplanned City Property 4 26
Develop A Park Near The New Hospital 5 $51
Demo Old Hospital And Create Open Space Or A Park 8 $253
Re-purpose Old Hospital Into Businesses 0 $126
Install New Parking Near The Hospital 
 For The Mickelson Trail  2 $5
Install New Picnic Shelter And Playground  
 Equipment At Pageant Hill 4 $201
New Park In The Alley Between The Custer VFW 
 Post 3442 And The Claw Antler & Hide Co. 1 $0
Develop Improvements To Outdoor Pool 
 And Install A New Indoor Pool 7 $376
Develop Inman Park Into An “Actual Park” 11 $-
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Develop Community Garden Improvements 0 $1
Expand Gates Park 3 $105
Develop New Outdoor Picnic Areas On The East Side 
 Of The Golf Course 3 $-

Summary Of Comments Regarding New Roads, Bike Paths And Sidewalks

Idea Support Votes Money Votes

Big Rock Park Trail Improvements 2 $20
New Sidewalks Along Sidney Park Ave. And Park Ave. 0 $-
New Sidewalks/Bike Paths From The Mickelson Trail 
 Custer State Park Spur To The Custer School Campus 1 $55
New Sidewalk/Bike Path From The Mickelson Trail To 
 Pageant Hill Along 8Th St. 0 $-
Improved Crossing At The Intersection Of The 
 Mickelson Trail And Mt. Rushmore Road 0 $-
New Sidewalks Along Montgomery St. And 
 N. 10Th St./Summit St. 0 $-
New Sidewalk Connection From The Football 
 Field/Track To The Mickelson Trail And Inman Park 0 $-
New Bike Route Along 3Rd St. From Highway 16/385 
 To The Mickelson Trail At French Creek Park 0 $-
New Sidewalk Along Gordon St. From 4Th St. 
 Westward 0 $5
New Bike Path From The Mickelson Trail At Gordon 
 St. To Highway 385 To Highway 16 And Westward 1 $100

ONLINE SURVEY RESULTS 
A general parks survey was created Online to gather data on how residents use the parks, their ages and 
genders, and their overall satisfaction with the Custer Park System.  The largest response of respondents 
were between the ages of 35 and 54, second largest response was 19 to 34, and 55 plus was the smallest 
respondent group.  67 percent were female and 33 were male.  85 percent of the respondents live in Custer 
and 70 percent of those respondents that live in Custer work in Custer.  75 percent of the respondents 
believed that parks are very important to the quality of life in Custer.  

Of all the parks in the Custer system, Mickelson Trail, The Custer YMCA, and Harbach Park had the greatest 
frequency of visitors.   The Community Gardens, Inman Park property, and the Disc Golf Course had the 
lowest visitation frequency.  The respondents indicated that they mostly visit the parks to relax; run/walk or 
jog; and enjoy nature.  If the respondents did not use the park, they indicated that the top reasons were that 
they had no time and that the parks lacked facilities for them.  

The three top priorities for the parks system are developing hiking and biking trails, keeping natural areas, 
and installing playground equipment.  A majority found the general upkeep and maintenance of the existing 
park spaces good (52 percent) while only 15 percent found them excellent.  Of the trails to be developed, 
most indicated that they should be for exercise and recreation.  

When asked about groups of residents that are underserved, the respondents indicated that the ages of 15 to 
18 are the most underserved group, followed by ages 10 to 15.  

A majority indicated that building new facilities such as a sports field, community centers or indoor swimming 
pools and upgrading the existing parks would be greatest improvement for the park system.  A very low 
number of respondents indicated that developing new parkland or even acquiring land for parks would make 
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the system better.  If funding were to become available, the respondents indicated that an indoor swimming 
pool, a multi-purpose indoor community center and a thoroughly connected inter-city trail/sidewalk system 
are the highest priorities.  The top two city services that respondents would like money spent on are parks, 
trails, open spaces, and recreational opportunities.

The three most important policies according to residents were that the parks should be for the residents, 
protect natural areas, and provide the public with access to land.  The three least important policies for the 
parks were to build or renovate parks for tourists, generate revenue from users, and acquire new land for 
future parks.  

In summary, the respondents want the Custer Park System to be designed, built, and maintained for the 
citizens of Custer.  They feel that there is adequate land available to support the current population and 
uses.  The existing parks should be upgraded with new uses and planned with more recreation activities 
including hiking, biking, un-programmed open space and nature exploration.  The parks should protect the 
city and the natural environment.  

CUSTER HIGH SCHOOL INPUT
The design team worked with Sandy Arseneault, the High School Student Council Advisor, to set up two 
display boards in the library. Small groups of high school students were able to review the boards and provide 
comments on the parks for which parks they attended and what was needed for improvements in each park. 
The following ideas were generated by the small group sessions and are listed in descending popularity:

1. Community Center - Indoor pool, laser tag, paintball, bowling, new playground, go-carts

2. Football Field/Track - Fix drainage around track and uneven surfacing on back stretch

3. Pageant Hill - Add lights and steps for evening sledding

4. Custer Schools Campus - Even out terrain where cross country runners practice north of school

5. Gates Park - Add pond and stock with fish

6. Harbach Park - Add lights to skate park

CUSTER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL INPUT
The Design Team worked with grades 4th through 6th to ask their opinions on the Custer Park System 
(Figure 59).  The kids were asked what their two favorite parks in the city were, what they liked about the 
parks, what need to be added, and what needed to be fixed.  The following is a summary of the students’ 
comments:

The top three favorite parks are (in ranking order):

1. The football field adjacent to Inman Park

2. The City Pool

3. Harbach Park

The three lowest ranking parks include:

1. Way Park

2. The Mickelson Trail

3. The Disc Course and Rocky Knolls Golf Course
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Summary of comments of favorite 
activities, activities needed and things 
that need to be fixed.

Custer School Campus
Idea Support Votes

Kids Museum 0
Indoor Soccer Field 0
Golf 0
Pool 4
Huge Slide 3
Trampoline Park 0
Playground Set 0
Field Goals 1
New Fence For The Baseball Field 0

Unplanned City Property
Idea Support Votes

A Very Big Pond With Fish 0
Add Playground And Zip-line 0
New Skate Park 0

Pageant Hill
Idea Support Votes

Park 0
Swing Set 0
More Fun Things 0

Big Rock Park
Idea Support Votes

Rock Climbing Place 2
Bike Circuit To Bike Down Hill 1
Playground 0
Water Park 0
Skate Park 0

Harbach Park
Idea Support Votes

A Big Playhouse 0
Skate Park 1
Picnic Area 0
Treehouse 4
Adventure Land 0
Zip-line 4
Picnic Shelter 0
Trampoline Park 5
Petting Zoo 1

Ga-Ga Ball 1
Banana Swing 1
Mini Indoor Golf 0
Basketball Court 6
Volleyball Court 3

Way Park
Idea Support Votes

Bars To Swing On 0
Indoor Pool 0
Sky Ride 0
Golf 0
Ice Skating Rink 0
Set Of Swings 0
Fountain Park 1

French Creek Park
Idea Support Votes

Water Park  4
Amusement Park 1
Fish 3
Hiking Park 1
Play Room 0
Zip-line 3
Teeter-Totter 1
New Swing Set 0
Bike Rack 1
Tree House  8
Trampoline Park 86
Indoor Pool 2
Basketball Court 1
Keep It As Is 3
Merry Go-Round 1

Football Field And Track
Idea Support Votes

Zip-line 0
Waterslide 2
The Ravens Own Football Field 7
Bungee Jumping 1
Add Park 0
Trampoline Park 0
Better Field For Football And New Fencing 1
Field Lights 1



CITY OF CUSTER PARKS AND RECREATION MASTER PLAN • 71 • 

Inman Park
Idea Support Votes

Vegetable Garden 0
Swings 1
Pool 0
Sky-Line 7
Water Park 2
Play Space 1
Trampoline Park 26

Gates Park
Idea Support Votes

Big Garden 0
Zip-line 40
Big Sandy Beach 0
Hockey Court 1
Good Stand 0
Lake 3
Monkey Bars 2
Merry Go-Round 0
Music 0

Figure 59: Custer Elementary School Meeting

Summary
The elementary students are an active group of kids and their interest in parks reflect this.  They prefer 
parks with activities, the passive parks or parks with low-activity programming ranked the lowest in 
popularity.  Traditional park play structures such as swings, play structures and games when put forth to 
the group as an idea for installation were never supported.  It appears the students prefer sports, un-
programmed spaces, high activity programming, and sensory and imagination sourced play.

PUBLIC MEETING NO. 2
The second public meeting for the Custer City Parks Master Plan was held as a special meeting of the Parks, 
Recreation, and Forestry Board.  Advertising for the meeting was through social media and notification in the 
local newspaper.   The meeting was divided into two parts, the first being a presentation of the draft master 
plan, the second part was general comment on the draft plan.  Mike Bender lead the presentation of the 
draft plan, the attendees, approximately 35, were walked through the plan (Figure 60, Figure 61).  General 
topics included: 

• A review of the background information included in the report, 

• discussion on the plan’s purpose and methodology, 

• a review of the existing parks’ conditions and general park-system wide issues,

• a level of city-wide service analysis, and 

• a discussion on the park system recommendations and priorities.

After the presentation, the Design Team took questions.  Because the master plan is a document that will 
take time for individuals to absorb, the team left 20 copies with the Board for residents to review.  Discussion 
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points during the meeting included:

• Extending the level of service area to include the city’s 3-mile platting jurisdiction,

• the design team should continue to review and refine the parks’ improvement weighting 

• the improvement matrix is complicated in interpretation, the matrix should be summarized in a bullet 
point list, and

• an overall parks’ priority list should be developed.

An open period of two-weeks was allowed for general public comment after the draft master plan 
presentation, no other public comments were received.

Figure 60: Public Meeting No 2

Figure 61: Public Meeting No 2
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|06| LEVEL OF SERVICE (LOS) ANALYSIS
Level of Service standards for parks, greenways, and open space have been developed by the National 
Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA). These standards provide a guide for communities to assess how well 
they are serving their residents in terms of parks, recreation, and open space opportunities. The NRPA has 
provided this information for general guidance realizing that each community is different and each has its 
own unique needs. Community demographics such as age distribution play an important part in determining 
park amenities and types. For instance, Custer has a larger than average senior population (26.5% greater 
than age 65) which will have different park requirements than a community with a larger population of 
school age children or young adults. Using the NRPA standards, as well as case study communities, a narrative 
can be developed of how well the community is being served in regards to parks and recreation facilities.

PARK CLASSIFICATIONS
For the purposes of the Parks and Recreation Master Plan, the following park classifications are used.

Pocket (Mini) Park
The pocket park or mini park is used to address limited, isolated, or unique recreation needs of concentrated 
populations. The size of a mini-park ranges between 2,500 square feet and one acre in size. These 
parks may be either active or passive, but address a specific recreational need rather than a particular 
population density, although a high population density may create a specific recreation need. Recommended 
improvements for mini parks may include a small pavilion, picnic area, park benches, and a 6-foot-wide 
perimeter trail. Off-street parking is not recommended. Pocket parks are the smallest classification and 
include plazas, scenic overlooks, tot lots and landscaped public areas. These parks are usually less than one 
acre in size and provide passive recreation to nearby residents or visitors. Pocket parks have a localized 
service radius, are within walking distance and provide limited recreational needs. Amenities provided by 
pocket parks generally include picnic table(s), benches, landscaping and possibly a small playground. Custer 
City parks classified as Pocket include:

» Way Park (0.5 ac, see Figure 62)

» Veterans Memorial Park (0.25 ac)

Figure 62: Way Park is an example of a pocket park
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Neighborhood Park
Neighborhood parks provide recreational space for residents of nearby neighborhoods. They can range in size 
from 1- 5 acres and usually quality pedestrian connections such as a trail or sidewalk to residents within the 
service radius. Neighborhood parks are often combined with a school and are located on fully developable 
land. Parks classified as Neighborhood include:

» Community Center (3.0 ac)

» Custer School Playgrounds (0.71 ac)

» French Creek Park (2.0 ac, see Figure 63)

Figure 63: French Creek Park serves as a neighborhood park 
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Community Park
Community parks are larger than a neighborhood parks and provide amenities for use by the entire 
community.  By offering a variety of activities and amenities, community parks appeal to a broader range of 
residents and visitors. These parks are typically larger than 5 acres and provide amenities such as restrooms 
and drinking fountains accommodating longer stays at the park. Parks classified as Community include:

» Harbach Park (3.6 ac, see Figure 64)

» Gates Park/West End (15.5 ac)

Figure 64: Harbach Park is a community park that provides a variety of activities

Special Use Parks or Areas
Special use parks provide a unique type of service or use to the community, rather than a full range of 
activities. No service radius is assigned to special use parks because users travel to the park for a specific use 
regardless of proximity. Special use parks include swimming pools, skate parks, sporting fields, festival areas, 
dog parks. Parks classified as Special Use include:

» City Pool

» Community Gardens

» Custer School Campus Sports Fields

» Custer Skate Park

» Football Field/Track

» Rocky Knolls Golf Course
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Open Space/Natural Area
These types of parks are usually located on environmentally sensitive lands, steep terrain, forested 
areas, water bodies, and/or other land that is minimally developed. The size of these parks varies greatly 
but they are often used for conservation areas, wildlife viewing areas, and other passive recreation 
opportunities. There are no specific standards for how much open space a community should provide as it 
is highly dependent on location, availability of land, and historical resources present. Custer benefits from 
the adjacency of the Black Hills National Forest and other undeveloped open space. Custer has several 
opportunities to acquire open space for preserving natural areas, wetlands and view sheds. Current park 
areas that fall into Open Space/Natural Area are:

» Inman Park

» Big Rock Park (see Figure 65)

» Dick Estes Fitness Trail

Figure 65: Big Rock Park provides Custer City open space and a connection to nature
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SERVICE RADIUS PER PARK TYPE
A tool used to assess how each area of the community is served by parks is the service radius method (Figure 
66). Providing equitable park access is very important in providing quality of life and recreation opportunities 
to citizens. This method establishes a radius of area each park services based on the park classification. 
Pocket parks tend to primarily attract residents living within proximity as users are unlikely to travel far 
distances to frequent the park. As implied, neighborhood parks tend to be used by the entire neighborhood 
or section of town, while users may be willing to travel a longer distance to use a community park. The radii 
associated with each park is:

» Pocket Park: ¼ mile radius

» Neighborhood Park: ½ mile radius

» Community Park: 1 mile radius

Special-use parks such as the City Pool, Skate Park, Golf Course, Football Field/Track and Golf Course are not 
given a radius as the designated activity plays a primary role in attracting users to the park. Figure 66 shows 
each park with its designated service radius. The map shows Custer does not have many gaps in service area. 
As development continues to expand from the center French Creek corridor of Custer, developed parks will 
be required to service these areas. Emphasis should be placed on connecting new parks by trail systems to 
provide a well-connected park system in the future.
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STANDARDS FOR DEVELOPED PARK ACREAGE AND AMENITIES
The National Recreation and park Association (NRPA) establishes national standards for various park amenities 
and facility service, per local population. Table 11 and Table 12 summarizes the NRPA level of service 
standards and how the Custer City park system compares to these standards.

Custer has a higher than average supply for all facilities as identified. These facilities should serve Custer City 
well into the future as the population grows.

Table 11: NRPA Level of Service Standards Comparison for Park Type

PARK TYPE NRPA 2009 Standard Level  
per Population

Custer City 
Inventory

CITY
Park 

Acreage 
per 1,000

3-MILE
Park 

Acreage 
per 1,000

CITY 
NRPA 

Standard 
Met?

3-MILE 
NRPA 

Standard 
Met?

Pocket (Mini) .5 Acres/1,000 .75 Acres .371 .17 No No

Neighborhood 2 Acres/1,000 5.71 Acres 2.82 1.301 Yes No

Community 5 Acres/1,000 19.1 Acres 9.45 4.35 Yes No

Linear 7 Acres/1,000 18.9 Acres 9.35 4.31 Yes No

City Population 2,020 and 3-Mile Platting Jurisdiction (Including City Population) 4,386

Table 12: NRPA Level of Service Standards Comparison for Outdoor Amenities 

NRPA 2009 Standard Level  
per Population Custer City 

and 3-Mile  
Inventory

CITY 
Amenity 

per 
Population 

Served

3-MILE
Amenity 

per 
Population 

Served

CITY 
NRPA 

Standard 
Met?

3-MILE 
NRPA 

Standard 
Met?OUTDOOR AMENITIES Qty Type Population 

Served

Playgrounds 1 Playground 2,000 6 1/336 1/731 Yes Yes

Picnic Shelters 1 Structures 2,000 4 1/505 1/1097 Yes Yes

Baseball Field 1 Field 3,000 1 1/2020 1/4386 Yes No

Softball Field 2 Field 3,000 2 1/1010 1/2193 Yes Yes

Soccer Fields 1 Field 4,000 1 1/2020 1/4386 Yes No

Football Fields 1 Field 20,000 1 1/2020 1/4386 Yes Yes

Swimming Pools 1 Pool 20,000 1 1/2020 1/4386 Yes Yes

Running Track 1 Track 20,000 1 1/2020 1/4386 Yes Yes

Outdoor Basketball 1 Court 5,000 2 1/1010 1/2193 Yes Yes

Tennis Court 1 Court 2,000 2 1/1010 1/2193 Yes Yes

Horseshoe Pits 1 Pit 7,500 6 1/336 1/731 Yes Yes

Sand Volleyball Courts 1 Court 5,000 4 1/505 1/1097 Yes Yes

City Population 2,020 and 3-Mile Platting Jurisdiction (Including City Population) 4,386



• 80 • CITY OF CUSTER PARKS AND RECREATION MASTER PLAN 

COMMUNITY COMPARISON
In addition to NRPA Standards, four communities were compared to Custer City in terms of parks acreage per 
1000 residents. These communities were chosen due to their similarities as towns which place an importance 
on outdoor activities. Two communities from Colorado, Salida and Crested Butte, one community from 
Montana, Red Lodge, and one community from South Dakota, Rapid City, were compared in Table 13.

Table 13: Community Comparison

Custer City, SD Salida, CO Crested Butte, 
CO

Red Lodge, 
MT

Rapid City, 
SD

Park Type

Total Developed 
Parks Acres 26 42 30 48 1,650

Population 2,000 5,409 1,509 2,155 72,638

Acres per 1000 
Population 13 8 20 22 23

*Calculations do not include undeveloped open space/natural areas

Custer City has more developed park acres per capita than Salida, Colorado but is substantially lower than 
Crested Butte, Red Lodge and Rapid City which all have over 20 Acres per 1,000 residents. Salida has a large 
amount of undeveloped greenspace and trail corridor that is not accounted for in Table 13. 

SUMMARY
Overall Custer City meets and exceeds the NRPA Standards for public open space in terms of acreage per 
1,000 resident.  However, park acreage lacks equitable distribution across Custer City neighborhoods.  As the 
city continues to grow and develop, areas for neighborhood parks need to be identified to provide a more 
suitable distribution of park land.  

When the NRPA level of service standards are compared to the 3-mile platting jurisdiction, the Custer 
City facilities do not meet park land distribution.  This result falls in line with the results from the above-
mentioned result of park land not equitably distributed and the needed addition of land as the City grows.  
In addition, the comparison of amenities to the 3-mile plating jurisdiction indicates that Custer City must 
increase some of the activities when new park land is added, these amenities include:  an additional baseball 
field and soccer field.  Amenity additions that may need to take place are the construction of an additional 
Tennis court, Softball field, and picnic shelters.
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|07| PARK RECOMMENDATIONS & PRIORITIES 

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS
When performing assessments on the existing parks in Custer City, there were common issues and 
improvements identified for most parks. The following are general recommendations which Custer City should 
strive to achieve on all parks and recreation properties (Figure 7, Figure 68, Figure 69, Figure 70, Figure 12, 
Figure 72).

GR-1 Provide American with Disabilities Act (ADA) Accessible parking and 
accessible route as required by the 2010 ADA Standards on all park sites.

GR-2 Identify and fill sidewalk gaps to existing parks to provide a continuous 
pedestrian link from neighborhoods and downtown area to Custer City 
parks.

GR-3 Provide meaningful bike and pedestrian connections from residential and 
commercial areas of Custer City to parks and recreation facilities. This will 
create a more user friendly environment for park goers.

GR-4 Preserve natural drainage areas and utilize for open space connections to 
create a cohesive parks and open space network.

GR-5 Play areas should have access point into play zone and have accessible 
resilient surfacing beneath. Sand and crushed stone are not acceptable 
surfacing materials.

GR-6 All picnic shelters should have concrete or solid surface pad beneath them.

GR-7 All restrooms should have stoops or access points that are level with 
surrounding grade.

GR-8 Provide a consistent theme for park monument signs. The signs should 
reflect the character of Custer City and include natural materials such as 
stone and heavy timber wood construction.
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Figure 67: Park signage should provide consistent character 

 

Figure 68: Play Surfacing Access and Restrooms should meet accessibility standards

 

Figure 69: Shelters should meet accessibility standards 
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Figure 70: Sidewalk connections should be continuous and connect to amenities

 

Figure 71: Connect sidewalks to parks and preserve stream vegetation

Figure 72: Utilize stream corridors for flood control and recreation connections
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SUBDIVISION REGULATIONS
Within Custer City’s Ordinance Book, there are provisions for land set aside for parks as development occurs 
within Custer City. This provides an excellent framework for developing the community’s network of future 
parks, open space and trails. Section 16.04.074 Park land dedication states:

Dedication of land for park or playground purposes in areas annexed or master planned into the city.

When any land with the exception of highway commercial, industrial and medical zoned property is 
annexed or master planned into the city limits of this city, the person or persons requesting such 
annexation or master planning shall dedicate an area equal to five (5) percent of the land so annexed 
or master planned to be set aside for use as parks or playgrounds, under the jurisdiction of the City of 
Custer.

The location of such park and playground land shall be determined by the Park and Recreation Board 
(hereinafter called board). In the event the owners of the land to be annexed or master planned are 
unsatisfied with the decision of the board, an appeal to the city council may be taken within 30 days 
after notification to the owner in writing by the board.

The board upon approval of the city council may allow the owner to donate a sum in cash equal to five (5) 
percent of the value of the property to be annexed or master planned (but in no event less than $100.00) 
in lieu of dedication of land. Such decision shall be solely at the discretion of the board upon approval of 
the city council. The value shall be determined by the director of equalization and if not accepted by the 
owner, the valuation may be appealed to the city council within 10 days after notification to the owner in 
writing by the board.

This chapter shall not apply to forced annexation unless specifically set out in the annexation resolution.

Monies derived from this section shall be restricted for the sole purpose of park and playground acquisition 
and/or development.

This ordinance affords Custer City a valuable tool to work with property owners and developers in creating 
meaningful parks for developing areas of the city. The parks board can identify property that fits well with 
their overall vision of the future parks system of Custer City.
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PARK DEVELOPMENT GUIDELINES
The intent of parks and recreation classifications is to aid in making acquisition and design decisions for 
park sites, facilities and the organization of park space which is responsive to public needs, creates quality 
recreational experiences and facilities that can be effectively maintained.

Park classifications are generally based on National Parks and Recreation Association (NRPA) guidelines and 
consider variety of uses, size and the area served by each park.

Park Types
POCKET (MINI) PARKS

Pocket Parks are generally most beneficial in high density development areas such as downtowns. They rarely 
have off-street parking associated with them and are generally less than one-acre in size. They provide 
an island of “green” in the middle of an otherwise urban environment. Because of their size, pocket parks 
are generally less efficient to maintain than neighborhood or community parks. It is not recommended that 
Custer City develop any new pocket parks.

NEIGHBORHOOD PARKS

Neighborhood Parks typically serve the neighborhood which they are located. They provide a range of 
activities and are typically one to five acres. Neighborhood parks should provide a good balance between 
active and passive recreation for neighborhood residents, children and families. They should provide 
amenities for all ages and abilities. Neighborhood parks should be located within easy walking distance of 
residential development with a service area of a ½ mile radius. 

Neighborhood parks are usually independent properties but can combined with other sites including trail 
corridors, natural open space corridors, community parks, special use sites or other public facilities. They 
should have good pedestrian and bicycle connections to the park from the adjacent residential area. 
Neighborhood parks may include playgrounds, picnic facilities, trails, natural amenities, and other amenities 
determined by neighborhood users. Typically, they should include the following amenities:

» Play Area - with climbing structures, swings or other similar elements, designed for a variety of ages and 
abilities.

» Picnic Area - including tables, barbecue and/or small group shelter(s).

» Open grass lawn areas.

» Sport facilities - compatible with neighborhood setting and park site constraints, examples include:

o Basketball:  half court or full court

o Volleyball

o Pickleball as part of a multi-use court

» Parking - generally limited to around 2-10 stalls.  Neighborhood parks should be walkable from most 
residences in the area it serves. However, parking may still be needed to support those uses that need 
greater assistance, such as seniors or those with disabilities. Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
requirements should be met in all cases.

» Site Furnishings - such as bike racks, benches, trash receptacles, park signage, picnic tables and drinking 
fountains.

» Restrooms - may be provided where space and funding allow.  This could include permanent full-service, 
dry vault-type or portable facilities.

COMMUNITY PARKS

Community parks are larger and generally range in size from 5 acres to 20 acres and are intended to serve 
a broader range of activities and users.  Their focus is on meeting the recreation needs of the entire 
community with more specialized activities, as well as preserving unique landscapes, open spaces or 
environmental features.  They provide space for group activities and offer other recreation opportunities 
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not available in the smaller neighborhood parks.  Due to their larger size, they are often designed to serve a 
neighborhood park function as well and generally include all of the same neighborhood park activities as well 
as additional unique characteristics or special uses.

Community parks are typically located adjacent to a major arterial or other collector street to provide easy 
vehicular as well as pedestrian and other multi-modal access.  The proximity of other park types is also 
a consideration when locating community parks as the types of activities found in a community park may 
overlap with other park functions.  Some portion of the total acreage should be “developable” land of a size 
sufficient to support the desired uses for that park.

Where active recreation is provided, it is generally intended for larger programmed activities such as sports 
league practices, games and/or tournaments.  Active recreation, such as sports fields, in community parks 
may have additional support facilities not found at a neighborhood level, such as bleachers, fencing, dugouts, 
concessions, synthetic turf and/or lighting.  The following recommended amenities and activities are in 
addition to neighborhood park guidelines and are intended to serve as a general guideline for development of 
community parks:

» Parking Areas - generally larger in size to support more organized activities and larger group events.  May 
be anywhere from 20-80 or more stalls depending on the intended uses.

» Restrooms - should generally be provided and should provide permanent facilities where feasible.  
Additional portable facilities may be needed during peak season or for special organized events.

» Picnic - larger group shelters that can be programmed and/or rented out for special events.

» Specialized Uses - that may not be feasible to provide in every neighborhood park.  These may include:

o Sports fields for soccer, baseball, or softball

o Court sports such as basketball, tennis, etc.

o Outdoor ice skating facilities

o Spray park

o Skateboard Park

o Off leash areas

o Fishing piers

o Regional trail connections

o Interpretive elements

o Outdoor stage for performances
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FLOODWAY TREATMENT

Drainageways and Flood Hazards
French Creek and Laughing Water Creek and their tributaries provide an important function in the natural 
ecosystem of Custer City. These drainageways, when preserved, provide natural stormwater control, preserve 
natural vegetation, increase biodiversity, and improve overall water quality throughout Custer City. In 
addition to the ecological benefits, French Creek and Laughing Water Creek can provide recreational benefits 
for Custer City. Natural drainageways provide opportunities for trail corridors and linear park connections 
between existing and new parks. Section 16.20.060 Flood hazards regulates development within these natural 
drainage areas.

16.20.060 Flood hazards. 

A. Land subject to flooding and land deemed to be topographically unsuitable for residential development 
shall not be platted for residential use or for any other use which may increase the danger to health, life 
or property, or aggravate erosion or flood hazards. Such land within the subdivision shall be set aside 
on the plat for such uses as will not be endangered by periodic or occasional inundation contrary to 
the public welfare. To insure [sic] that lots will be located only where they will provide flood-free house 
sites, the city council may require the subdivider to provide elevation and flood profiles sufficient to 
demonstrate that the house sites will be completely free from the danger of flooding. If a stream flows 
through or adjacent to the proposed subdivision, the plat plan shall provide for an easement or right-
of-way along the stream for a floodway. For the smaller streams, the plan shall also provide for channel 
improvement to enable them to carry all reasonable floods within banks.

The Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRM) provide boundaries for the 100-year floodway, 100-year flood plain and 
the 500-year flood plain for French Creek and Laughing Water Creek. Development restrictions within the 
100-year floodway and flood plain should be closely monitored and enforced. The floodplain graphic (Figure 
73) exhibits the flood zones in Custer City. The following are general floodway recommendations:

FT-1 Along stream corridors, preserve existing or provide areas of natural vegetation between 
manicured areas and stream to help improve water quality.

FT-2 Park Improvements such as playgrounds, shelters and restrooms should be developed 
outside of the Floodway and meet current FEMA standards for floodplain development.

FT-3 The Park’s Department shall develop two levels of Park maintenance: (1) Traditionally 
maintained and (2) flood set-aside. 
Traditionally maintained: Turf areas that are frequently mown and fertilized. Turf grass 
typically 3-4 inches in height. 
Flood Set-aside: Natural state, yearly mown if warranted. Burning , tree maintenance.

FT-4 Actively work to acquire or rezone property.
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Figure 73: Custer City FEMA Flood Map
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PARK SUMMARY
The following summarizes improvements identified for individual parks in the Custer City Parks and 
Recreation system. The scoring and ranking for improvements is detailed in the Individual Park Improvement 
Matrix found in the Appendix.

Way Park
Way park is in good condition overall with very few improvements needed. Overall, maintenance is good and 
the park is serving the community well as the central historic “downtown square” providing a pocket of open 
space along Mt. Rushmore Road. The following improvements were identified during the master plan process:

1. Add drinking fountain with access for dogs.

2. Additional maintenance of landscape beds such as weeding, debris clean up.

3. Maintenance of drip lines – place below mulch and stake down to hide them.

Veteran’s Memorial Park
Currently, Veteran’s Memorial Park is under construction and no additional recommendations were identified. 
When completed, the park will provide an additional open space for residents and visitors to remember, 
reflect upon and give thanks to those who served our great country.

Community Center Park
While a master plan for the Custer City Community Center was completed by Fennell Design and Tallgrass 
Landscape Architecture in 2012, there are immediate needs that were identified. Recommendations for the 
swimming pool are included in this section due to the proximity of the two sites.

1.  Remove wooden play structure due to condition and age.

2.  Add ADA accessible parking at swimming pool along 3rd Street.

3.  Install handrail on ramp to outdoor pool building to comply with ADA.

4.  Strengthen pedestrian connection across 3rd street with additional markings, signage, ramps, etc.

5.  Add shade structure or shade umbrellas to provide additional areas of shade around swimming pool.

6.  Add wheel stops in parking areas adjacent to outdoor pool to prevent vehicle crowding of sidewalks.

7.  Pave parking areas adjacent to pool.

French Creek Park
French Creek Park is a passive recreation neighborhood park with great access to the Mickelson Trail and the 
French Creek greenway. The park is well-maintained but several recommendations were identified during the 
park assessment and public input.

1.  Modify existing steel slide to meet current playground safety standards or remove completely.

2.  Add drinking fountain.

3. Replace play surfacing with compliant play surfacing.

4. Consolidate play equipment into smaller footprint and provide additional play equipment.

5.  Provide ADA accessible route to restrooms, play areas and one of the shelters.

6.  Modify shelter to comply with ADA requirements or add a shelter meeting those requirements.

7.  Provide ADA parking area in lower parking lot.

8.  Add benches along Mickelson Trail.

9.  Add sidewalk connection to park along Gordon Street.

10. Plant additional shade trees in park.

11. Repair or replace pedestrian bridge over French Creek.
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12. Add benches in the park.

13. Add pedestrian access across French Creek at 4th Street.

14. Add bike racks in park close to Mickelson Trail.

15. Provide additional vegetative screening along Black Hills Power storage yard.

In addition to the above, the city should consider relocating play equipment, restrooms and picnic shelters 
outside the 100-year floodway to minimize flood impact and comply with Custer City flood hazard ordinance.

Gates Park
Gates Park serves as the west anchor to the Custer City park system. The designed master plan for Gates Park 
outlines several recommendations planned for the park which will address parking, restoration of the west 
end dam and fishing lake, playground areas, picnic areas, trails and other park recommendations. In addition 
to the master plan, several recommendations were identified for Gates Park.

1.  Improve pedestrian access across Highway 16 at Little Italy Rd. This could include pavement markings, 
advanced warning signage and a rapid flashing beacon at the crosswalk.

2.  Connect Gates Park to trail system.

3.  Expand the boundary of Gates Park to Wazi lane to include area adjacent to community gardens and 
develop master plan for area.

4.  Add raised planter beds, accessible surfacing, and benches in the community gardens.

5.  Add fenced dog park area west of the softball fields.

6.  Develop a formal parking area at the community gardens.

7.  Update fencing around community gardens.

8.  Install irrigation on softball field to improve turf conditions.

9.  Consider adding picnic shelters downstream from west end dam along the French Creek greenway.

Harbach Park
Harbach Park serves as the central community park and is important gathering space for special community 
and regional events. The park provides access to the Mickelson Trail, Big Rock Park via the Custer Skywalk 
Trail and is easily accessible to downtown Custer City. While adequately maintained, several areas of the 
park need improvements. A list of recommendations has been identified through park inventory/assessment 
and through public input.

1.  Provide sidewalk connections to downtown and surrounding residential neighborhoods.

2.  Replace play equipment and surfacing to meet current playground safety and accessibility standards.

3.  Improve stream habitat along French Creek including vegetation and water quality.

4.  Provide accessible path to existing drinking fountain in park.

5.  Replace pedestrian bridge across French Creek.

6.  Plant additional shade trees in the park.

7.  Re-skin skate ramps to improve usability. Consider relocating to Community Center Park once that site is 
redeveloped.

8.  Remove hard surface play courts and redevelop area into a downtown entertainment/central gathering 
space including performance stage, pavilion and other amenities.

9.  Further develop trailhead for Mickelson Trail including improved parking areas surrounding the park.

10. Add additional picnic shelters to meet increased visitor use.

11. Consider removing Washington St. between 7th and 8th Streets to provide a continuous greenway link 
between downtown and French Creek.
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Big Rock Park and Pageant Hill
Big Rock Park and Pageant Hill provide a wonderful connection to nature within the center of Custer City. 
Pageant Hill has a long history for the region dating back nearly a century. The open meadow at Pageant Hill 
is used for large special events such as concerts, balloon rallies, and Burning Beetle to name a few. Big rock 
park provides incredible trail resources as well as a highly-rated disc golf course. Several recommendations 
are identified for these facilities.

1.  Add a water fountain on the Pageant Hill site.

2. Provide needed maintenance on Custer Skywalk Trail including surfacing repairs, improved drainage, 
erosion control and resetting of timber steps where needed.

3.  Provide needed maintenance on Big Rock Trail including surfacing repairs, improved drainage, erosion 
control.

4.  Reconstruct or replace timber steps to Big Rock overlook.

5.  Replace cracked concrete pad under shelter.

6.  Add permanent restrooms near parking area (water fountain may be included with this facility).

7.  Improve information kiosk.

8.  Provide picnic tables at shelter and other areas.

9.  Develop treehouse adventure area (themed play structure) along edge of tree/meadow transition area.

10. Continue to develop new hiking trails and connections within Big Rock Park.

11. Develop single track mountain biking trails within Big Rock Park.

12. Relocate trailhead for Big Rock park to connect to existing parking area at Pageant Hill.

13. Complete historic record for Pageant Hill. This will provide a recordation of historic structures, uses 
and site history for future reference.

14. Develop plan for different size performance events and stages. If Harbach Park performance area is 
developed, the use of this area for concerts will need to be reevaluated.

15. Develop formal parking lot with 50 to 60 stalls.

16. Develop power distribution system for Pageant Hill area for concert requirements.

Inman Park
Inman Park provides an important water quality function to Laughing Water Creek. It is recommended that 
development of this park be limited to a natural floodway park.

1. Develop connection between Mickelson Trail to Inman Park

2. Develop improved wildlife and stream habitats.

3. Develop master plan for nature/floodway park.

Dick Estes Fitness Trail
This crushed stone trail provides a wonderful setting for exercise for Custer City residents. The site is under 
USFS responsibility and Custer City should request that the fitness activity stations be upgraded or properly 
maintained. Several of the stations need repair.

1.  Repair wooden exercise stations due to deteriorated condition.

2.  Provide routine trail maintenance to crushed stone surfacing.

3.  Consider adding additional exercise stations.
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PARK IMPROVEMENTS & DEVELOPMENT
New park development or potential park lands identified during the study phase have been entered in the 
New Park Land priority matrix shown in Table 14. Descriptions for the top five highest ranking projects in the 
priority matrix are listed below.

French Creek Linear Park
The preservation of the French Creek corridor is very important to Custer City for a number of reasons 
including flood control, stream/water quality, recreation benefits and preservation of natural resources. The 
project ranked high in the categories of Recreation Value, Health & Safety, and Planning Goals/Livability. 
Preserving this stream corridor and improving upon it will provide Custer City with multiple benefits in the 
long-term future. The most effective way to accomplish this project is for the work with developers on new 
developments with creek frontage, negotiate with existing land owners to acquire easements and rights of 
way to create a linear park along French Creek. This linear park could eventually connect several parks and 
recreation properties to create a unified parks network.

Unplanned City Property
The use of this park land as a possible dog park location was mentioned several times during public input 
sessions. The project ranked highest in the matrix because of adding an activity and serving a user group 
not currently served by Custer City parks system as well as being relatively low cost, and not requiring 
additional land acquisition. The property is conveniently located close to the Mickelson trail so it would be 
easily accessible for pedestrians. Some fencing might be required to provide some separation from the shared 
use paths and the dog park area. This would have to be evaluated during project development. Some over 
seeding to improve turf conditions, installation of dog waste stations, picnic tables or benches, provisions for 
water and shade would also be needed.

Community Center Park
The Community Center and park improvements ranked high to the numerous times it was suggested by 
public input. It also provides incredible recreation benefit to residents. Other factors which added to the 
strong score were meeting objectives in previous planning documents and the fact that the City already 
owns the property. The project would require a large fundraising effort to pay for the new facility and site 
improvements.

Gates Park
The completion of the master plan for Gates Park was also a project that was identified as being important 
during public input and evaluation. Restoration of the West End Dam area would provide additional recreation 
opportunities to Custer City residents and serve as the west anchor to the Custer City parks and open space 
network. The project would require a large fundraising effort to pay for proposed site improvements.

Harbach Park
A fresh examination of the uses within and spatial arrangement of Harbach Park should be taken. The 
proximity to downtown Custer City provides an excellent opportunity to develop a central gathering 
festival park which could include a performance area, large pavilion, additional picnic shelters, playground 
improvements, fully developed trailhead for the Mickelson Trail and other amenities that could transform 
Harbach Park into the central anchor for the Custer City park system. A new master plan should be developed 
to provide a vision for the space including the area north and south of Washington Street between 6th and 
8th Streets.
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Table 14: Park Improvements & Development Matrix
PR

IO
RI

TY

Associated 
Park/Land

Proposed  
Improvement

Recreation 
Value

Health & 
Safety Public Input Project Cost Operation & 

Maintenance
Land 

Acquisition

Planning 
Goals & 

Livability

TO
TA

L 
SC

O
RE

Weight

10
Weight

10
Weight

5
Weight

6
Weight

7
Weight

2
Weight

1

Rank Score Rank Score Rank Score Rank Score Rank Score Rank Score Rank Score

New Park Development

1 Land / Easement 
Acquisition 

French Creek Linear Park 
and Greenway 3 30 3 30 2 10 1 6 1 7 2 4 3 3 90

2 Unplanned City 
Property Dog park 3 30 1 10 3 15 3 18 1 7 3 6 2 2 88

3 Community 
Center Park 

Rehabilitation of current 
site 3 30 2 20 3 15 1 6 1 7 3 6 3 3 87

4 Gates Park Rehabilitation of current 
site 3 30 2 20 3 15 1 6 1 7 3 6 3 3 87

5 Harbach Park Prepare master plan and 
redevelopment of site 3 30 3 30 1 5 1 6 1 7 3 6 2 2 86

6 Land 
Acquisition 

Neighborhood Park in 
Northeast Custer 3 30 2 20 2 10 1 6 1 7 2 4 3 3 80

7 Inman Park Natural wetlands park 2 20 2 20 2 10 2 12 1 7 3 6 3 3 78

8 Land 
Acquisition 

Neighborhood Park in 
Southeast Custer as more 
development occurs

3 30 2 20 1 5 1 6 1 7 2 4 3 3 75

9 Land 
Acquisition 

Laughing Water Creek 
Linear Park and Greenway 2 20 3 30 1 5 1 6 1 7 1 2 3 3 73

10 Street 
Removal Harbach Park Greenway 2 20 1 10 1 5 1 6 1 7 3 6 1 1 55

11 Land 
Acquisition 

BHP Substation & Storage 
Property 2 20 1 10 1 5 1 6 1 7 1 2 2 2 52
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PARKS AND RECREATION CONNECTIVITY PLAN
Quality connections to parks from existing and planned developments is a priority for creating a unified 
parks and recreation system for Custer City. The ability to walk or bike to destinations within Custer City was 
identified as need during existing parks assessment, public input sessions and Online survey. The Mickelson 
Trail provides an excellent primary connection corridor which Custer City can utilize and build upon to create 
a complete bicycle and pedestrian network. While there are existing sidewalks in many areas of Custer City, 
many gaps exist creating barriers in safe access from neighborhoods to parks and recreation facilities.

The existing French Creek stream corridor presents an excellent opportunity to create continuous east-west 
greenway connection. The Mickelson Trail and Custer Park Spur Trail provide a linear park along a substantial 
portion of this stream corridor. Emphasis of north-south connections to tie into the French Creek greenway 
should be considered when developing the connectivity plan. A major north-south connection along 3rd Street 
has been identified as a need which will connect the northwest Custer area to the Community Center and 
then south to the Mickelson Trail and French Creek corridor.

Another east-west connection that needs to be strengthened is the connection from the Mickelson Trail to 
Gates Park on the west side of Custer City.  This connection can improve bicycle and pedestrian access from 
the core of Custer City to Gates Park and the West End Dam area. This will be especially crucial once the 
Gates Park Master Plan is fully developed.

Montgomery Street has also been determined as an important east-west connection from 5th Street to 
Sylvan Lake Road. This corridor could provide an important connection though the northeast Custer City 
neighborhood.

Sidney Park Road presents an opportunity to provide a north-south connection to the Custer State Park Spur 
trail. As additional neighborhood development occurs south of the Custer Schools Campus, the development 
of shared use paths and sidewalks should be included in the infrastructure development.

The connectivity map also identifies minor pedestrian connections that are needed to connect neighborhoods 
to existing parks, community center, existing trails, school campus and other parks and recreation amenities. 
The plan identifies locations where additional pedestrian crossings should be considered or where existing 
pedestrian crossings may need enhancements such as additional markings or specialized flashers to help 
improve driver awareness (Figure 74).
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Figure 74: Connectivity Map
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CUSTER CITY PARK MASTER PLAN
Upon evaluating existing conditions, receiving public input and identifying opportunities and constraints, an 
overall park system concept was developed. The concept plan unifies existing park spaces as well as identifies 
needs for possible future park development. The concept plan also highlights the potential for using existing 
stream corridors as linear park connections throughout Custer City. These corridors enhance recreation value 
as well as stormwater management, water quality and natural habitat. Properly managing the greenway will 
also improve floodway safety along the corridor.

Upon development of the park system concept, the City of Custer will have a unified parks and greenway 
system with equitable distribution throughout the community.

Figure 75: Open Space Plan/Map (see larger map included in Appendix B)
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|08| FINANCES
Custer City operates on an annual budget of approximately $6.3 Million. The current list of taxes imposed 
by Custer City are South Dakota Sales Tax (4%), Custer City Sales Tax (2%) and Custer City Hospitality Gross 
Receipts Tax (1%). The Hospitality Tax is based on the gross receipts of all leases or rentals of hotel, motel, 
campsites, or other lodging accommodations; and upon the sale of alcoholic beverages; and the gross sales 
of all restaurants; and ticket sales to places of amusement. According to the South Dakota Department of 
Revenue website, in the 2016 Calendar Year (CY), the Custer City had Taxable Sales of approximately $113.9 
Million which was a 0.8% increase from the previous CY of 2015.

PARKS AND RECREATION BUDGET
The Parks Board had an annual planning budget of approximately $25,000 to assist in the planning and design 
of various parks projects throughout Custer City. In addition to the planning budget, there is approximately 
$165,000 annually for the Parks Department to maintain and operate Custer City parks.

The following (Table 15) reflects the budget and expenses from the last four years.

Table 15: Parks and Recreation Budget and Expenses

Expenditure 2017 2016 2015 2014

Personnel Services

Salaries/Taxes/
Insurance $77,755 $105,535 $76,175 $74,125

Other Expenses

Property Insurance $2,850 $2,750 $2,200 $2,200

Repair & 
Maintenance $7,000 $10,500 $5,000 $5,000

Supplies $10,000 $10,000 $10,000 $10,000

Clothing Allowance $420 $540 $420 $720

Utilities $12,000 $13,000 $17,000 $17,000

Weed Control $2,500 $2,500 $2,000 $2,000

Trees $10,000 $15,000 $15,000 $15,000

Capital Assets

Buildings $10,000 $1,000 $12,000 0

Machines & 
Equipment $0 $1,000 $17,500 0

Total Budget 
Allocated $132,525 $161,825 $157,295 $126,045

Total Budget 
Expended N/A $117,158 $142,180 $103,909

Remaining Budget N/A $44,667 $15,115 $22,136
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FUNDING STRATEGIES & OPPORTUNITIES
To achieve its parks planning goals, plan for future parks development and increase the park system’s overall 
functionality and value to its residents, Custer City will need to look at additional methods of raising funds 
for additional improvements.

SPECIAL IMPROVEMENT DISTRICT
One funding strategy the Custer City could look would be creating a Special Improvement District (SID) and 
dedicate that money strictly for parks improvements and maintenance. A defined boundary would need to be 
determined and each business and dwelling unit would pay into the fund at an equal percentage. SID’s are 
not commonly used for park improvements and typically are more useful for street maintenance or utility 
projects. However, an SID could be an option to develop linear park or trails in certain areas of Custer City. 
The intent of creating an SID would be to increase parks funding. It is recommended that this not be used to 
reduce the amount of Hospitality Tax or general funds already allocated for the Parks Department.

PARKS IMPROVEMENT DISTRICT
Similar to the SID described above, this program would be created to cover costs of park maintenance or 
capital improvement fundraising. Establishment of a Parks Improvement District would need to be created 
with the vote of the Custer City general population. This could be useful in raising larger sums of money for 
improvements such as the Multi-use Community Center or a central community event space. Again, the intent 
would not be to reduce current Hospitality Tax or annual parks funding already in place. 

USER FEES
Typically, user fees are collected at various facilities to help offset operation and maintenance costs of the 
facility. The City Pool would be an example of where user fees are in place to help offset Custer City costs for 
the pool. Other examples would be fees to reserve certain park shelters, government owned meeting spaces, 
community center use and recreation activities. Historically, many municipalities have not charged for the 
use of parks facilities or recreation services but increasing operation and maintenance pressures have caused 
municipalities to revisit this topic. There are several different methods for determining user fees. When 
addressing user fees, the Parks Board and Custer City must evaluate pricing strategies to provide quality 
parks services at the lowest possible cost. This will help ensure the largest number of individuals can use the 
parks facilities or participate in the recreation activities.

GRANTS
Various grants are available for communities to utilize to develop recreation and parkland enhancement. 
Most of these grants require a 20 to 50 percent match from the community seeking the grant. The grants are 
competitive and a well-planned grant application strategy is very helpful.  Grants that could be pursued for 
parks, recreation and community enhancement include:

» Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF)

» Recreational Trails Program (RTP) Grants

» Transportation Alternatives Program (TAP)

» National Trails Fund

» Department of Health Walk Audit Grants

LAND & WATER CONSERVATION FUND (LWCF) GRANTS
Land & Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) is a federal aid assistance program to help states provide outdoor 
recreation facilities. LWCF grants are administered through the South Dakota Game, Fish and Parks. The 
program provides up to 50% reimbursement funds for acquisition and development of outdoor recreation 
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projects. Eligible applicants include city, county, township and tribal governments. Application deadline for 
the LWCF Grants are typically the last week in August.

Eligible activities may include:

» Playgrounds

» Ballfields

» Sport and play fields

» Picnic facilities

» Pools

» Ice rinks

» Golf courses

» Amphitheaters

» Winter sports facilities

» Visitor information facilities

» Land Acquisition

RECREATIONAL TRAILS PROGRAM (RTP) GRANTS
The Recreational Trails Program (RTP) is a federal grant assistance program to help states develop and 
maintain recreational trails for both motorized and non-motorized trail use. The program provides up to 80% 
reimbursement funds for all types of recreational trail uses. The application deadline is mid April of each 
year.

These include, but are not limited to:

» Pedestrian use

» Bicycling

» In-line skating

» Equestrian use

» Cross-country skiing

» Off road motorcycles

» OHV & UTV riding

» Four wheeling

» Snowmobiling

TRANSPORTATION ALTERNATIVES PROGRAM (TAP)
The Transportation Alternatives Program is a grant program that uses federal transportation funds, designated 
by Congress, for specific activities that enhance the inter-modal transportation system and provide safe 
alternative transportation options. Approximately $2.1 million is available through this competitive 
grant process administered by the South Dakota Department of Transportation (SDDOT) Office of Project 
Development.

The maximum grant amount is $400,000. The minimum grant amount for infrastructure projects is $50,000. 
There is no set minimum grant amount for non-infrastructure projects. There is an 18.05% minimum local 
match requirement for each project.

Eligible grant projects include:

» Facilities for pedestrians, bicyclists and other non-motorized forms of transportation.

» Safe routes for non-drivers.
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» Conversion and use of abandoned railroad corridors for trail.

» Construction of turnouts, overlooks, and viewing areas.

» Planning and implementation of community improvement activities which are related to transportation.

» Environmental mitigation which is related to transportation.

» Implementation of the Safe Routes to School Program.

» Boulevards and other roadways largely in the right-of-way of former Interstate System routes,

» Or other divided highways.

NATIONAL TRAILS FUND
The National Trails Fund is a grant program administered through the American Hiking Society. This grant 
program is the only privately funded, national grants program dedicated solely to building and protecting 
hiking trails. Created in response to the growing backlog of trail maintenance projects, the National Trails 
Fund has helped hundreds of grassroots organizations acquire the resources needed to protect America’s 
cherished hiking trails. To date, American Hiking Society has funded 209 trail projects by awarding over 
$679,000 in National Trails Fund grants. Awards range from $500 to $3,000 per project.

» Only AHS Alliance Members are eligible to apply. Membership information can be found at  
https://americanhiking.org/join-donate/alliance-organizations/

» Only 501(c)(3) non-profits are eligible to receive funding. The use of a 501(c)(3) as a fiscal agent is 
allowed.

» Annual deadline is typically the third Friday in February.

Eligible grant project types include:

» Those that have hikers as the primary constituency, though multi-purpose human-powered trail uses are 
eligible.

» Those that secure trail lands, including acquisition of trails and trail corridors and the costs associated 
with acquiring conservation easements.

» Projects that will result in visible and substantial ease of access, improved hiker safety and/or avoidance 
of environmental damage.

» Projects that promote constituency building surrounding specific trail projects.

BUSH FOUNDATION
The Bush Foundation was established in 1953 by Archibald and Edyth Bush. The Bush Foundation invests in 
great ideas and the people who power them in Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota and the 23 Native 
nations that share the geography.

The Foundation provides Community Innovation Grants of $10,000 to $200,000. Community Innovation Grants 
of $500 to $10,000 are available from their intermediary partner South Dakota Community Foundation.

Information for Community Innovation Grants can be found on the following websites:

Bush Foundation Grants - https://www.bushfoundation.org/grants/community-innovation-grants

South Dakota Community Foundation - http://sdcommunityfoundation.org/for-nonprofits/community-
innovation-grants/
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SOUTH DAKOTA DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH
Community Walk Audit Grants are available to assist communities interested in the implementation of healthy 
community design strategies and integrating physical activity into daily routines through active transportation 
principles. Walk Audits provide an assessment that communities can utilize as a community education and 
advocacy tool that can spark both short and long term policy planning efforts, and position communities for 
future larger grant opportunities to enhance the built environment and launch complete street policy efforts.

» Grant Funds Awarded: Up to $5000 per community

» Grants Available: Up to 4 per year

» Grant/RFP Release: April, Annually

» Grant Selection: May, Annually

» Grant activities must be completed within one year of award

More information can be found at http://healthysd.gov/fundingopportunities/
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|09| APPENDIX A - INDIVIDUAL PARK IMPROVEMENT MATRIX

RANKING CRITERIA
The ranking criteria for recommended park improvements contains seven categories in which each project 
is scored. The seven categories are Recreation/User Value, Health and Safety, Public Input, Operation and 
Maintenance, Land Acquisition, and Planning Goals and Livability. Each category has been giving a weight 
from 1 to 7 based on how important the category plays into the decision. The category score for each 
project is multiplied by the categorical weighting to attain a weighted score. The sum of the weighted scores 
provides the project a total score and this total score is used to prioritize the various projects.

RECREATION AND USER BENEFIT (WEIGHT = 10)
This category is based on the recreational benefits that users of the facility will incur upon completion of the 
project. Providing added recreation opportunities for Custer City residents and visitors is a major priority in 
the parks system and is weighed second highest as a 6. Scores for cost are given according to the following 
criteria:

1 = Project will not affect usability, functionality or facility aesthetics as seen by the user.

2 = Project will increase overall usability, functionality and/or aesthetics of the park system for the user.

3 = Project will greatly increase available amenities and/or overall usability, functionality and/or aesthetics 
of the park system for the user.

HEALTH AND SAFETY (WEIGHT = 10)
This category deals with protecting the health and safety of the parks and recreation user at Custer City 
parks and recreation facilities.  A weight of 4 was given to the category and projects were scored according 
to the following criteria:

1 = Health and safety of the parks and recreation user will be minimally or not affected.

2 = Project will increase the health and safety of the parks and recreation user.

3 = Project is critical to ensuring health and safety to park and recreation users and/or is required by 
federal, state or local laws.

PUBLIC INPUT (WEIGHT = 5)
This category addresses input from various meetings, public input sessions and surveys throughout the parks 
master planning process. A weight of 3 is given to the category and projects were scored according to the 
following criteria:

1 = Project was identified as a need by design team but not mentioned during public input meetings, 
surveys or interviews.

2 = Project was suggested 1-2 times during public input meetings, surveys or interviews.

3 = Project ranked as a high priority by user organization and was suggested by multiple participants during 
public input meetings, surveys or interviews.

PROJECT COST (WEIGHT = 6)
This category is based on the total cost to complete each project. Cost is always a strong factor in 
determining priorities and the decision-making process. Project Cost has been given the highest weighting 
factor. Scores for cost are given according to the following criteria:

1 = $100,000+

2 = $30,000 - $100,000



3 = $15,000 - $30,000

4 = $5,000 - $15,000

5 = Under $5,000

OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE (WEIGHT = 7)
This category evaluates the cost and time of the operation and maintenance associated with each project. 
The continued operation and maintenance of a facility is an extremely important factor because it can be 
burdensome to communities when summed over multiple years. Due to this consideration, this category is 
weighted at 5. Scores are assigned comparative to current O&M requirements as follows:

1 = Will increase amount of O&M required by city and/or caretaker organization

2 = Will not affect amount of required O&M or will slightly reduce O&M hours

3 = Will decrease amount of O&M costs or number of hours currently spent maintaining park/facility.

LAND ACQUISITION (WEIGHT = 2)
This category accounts for the feasibility of completing the improvement or project based on land 
requirements. Acquiring land or easements is costly and time consuming. A weight of 2 is given to this 
category and is scored according the following criteria:

1 = Will be difficult to obtain land, easement, right-of-way, or other required land elements needed to 
complete the project.

2 = Project will require land, easement, right-of-way, or other required rights to complete the project but 
is foreseen as feasible and achievable.

3 = Custer City currently possesses required land resources (not including funds) to complete the project.

PLANNING GOALS AND LIVABILITY (WEIGHT = 1)
The category evaluates how the proposed improvement coincides with other adopted city planning 
documents and how the improvement affects the overall livability of Custer City.

1 = Project does not address goals/needs identified in other city plans or improve the overall livability of 
the community.

2 = Completion of the project addresses goals/needs or other adopted city planning documents but does 
not directly achieve them or slightly improves the overall livability of the community.

3 = Completion of the project directly helps achieve goals/needs identified in adopted city planning 
documents or significantly improves the overall livability of the community.

DEVELOPED PARK IMPROVEMENTS
Several park and recreation improvements have been identified during the review and evaluation of Custer 
City parks and recreation facilities. These projects have been entered in the parks improvement priority 
matrix shown in Table 16, on the following 3 pages. This priority matrix will assist Custer City in identifying 
projects to fund and complete in a logical and meaningful way. The improvements are grouped by park and 
then sorted according to Total Score from high to low.
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Table 16: Individual Park Improvement Matrix 
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Individual Park Improvement Matrix continued 
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Individual Park Improvement Matrix continued 

Recreation/ User 
Value

Health & Safety
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Project Cost
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Livability

Total Score

N
am

e 
of

 P
ar

k
W

gh
t.

10
W

gh
t.

10
W

gh
t.

5
W

gh
t.

6
W

gh
t.

7
W

gh
t.
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R
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R
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R
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|10| APPENDIX B - PARK SYSTEM CONCEPT AND CONNECTIVITY PLAN 

500' 0 500' 1,000'

SCALE FEET

CITY LIMITS

CITY LIMITS

CITY LIMITS

C
IT

Y 
LI

M
IT

S

MICKELSON TRAIL

MT. RUSHMORE RD.
HW

Y 3
85

HW
Y. 

89

HWY. 16/385

CE
NT

EN
NI

AL
 D

R.

5TH ST.

8TH ST.

WILDCAT LN.11TH ST.

BO
O

THILL LO
O

P

SYLVAN LAKE RD.

SHERMAN ST.

CITY LIMITS

CITY LIMITS

CROOK ST.

HARNEY ST.

3

6

7

10

11

12

13

14

16

1 - GATES PARK
2 - COMMUNITY GARDEN
3 - ROCKY KNOLLS GOLF COURSE
4 - CITY POOL
5 - COMMUNITY CENTER
6 - ARMORY
7 - WAY PARK
8 - FRENCH CREEK PARK
9 - HARBACH PARK
10 - BIG ROCK PARK
11 - PAGEANT HILL
12 - INMAN PARK
13 - FOOTBALL FIELD & TRACK
14 - CUSTER SCHOOL CAMPUS
15 - UNPLANNED CITY PROPERTY
16 - YMCA

LOCATION KEY

LEGEND

SCHOOLS

PARKS

GOLF COURSE

LINEAR PARK
(EXISTING)

FRENCH CREEK
GREENWAY

LAUGHING WATER 
CREEK GREENWAY

AREA OF NEED
FOR NEW PARK

REDEVELOP EXISTING 
PARK SPACE

MIC
KE

LS
ON

 T
RA

IL

HWY. 16

MONTGOMERY ST.

3RD ST.

CUSTER STATE PARK SPUR

HWY. 16A

4
5

LITTLE ITALY RD.

CANAL ST.

15

8

SIDNEY PARK RD.

9

2

1
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500' 0 500' 1,000'

SCALE FEET

CITY LIMITS

CITY LIMITS

CITY LIMITS

C
IT

Y 
LI

M
IT

S

MICKELSON TRAIL

MT. RUSHMORE RD. HWY. 16A
HW

Y 3
85

HWY. 16

HW
Y. 

89

HWY. 16/385

CE
NT

EN
NI

AL
 D

R.

5TH ST.

MONTGOMERY ST.

8TH ST.

3RD ST.

WILDCAT LN.

11TH ST.
CANAL ST.

SIDNEY PARK RD.

B
O

O
TH

ILL LO
O

P

SYLVAN LAKE RD.

SHERMAN ST.

CITY LIMITS

CITY LIMITS

CROOK ST.

HARNEY ST.

LITTLE ITALY RD. 1

2

3

4
5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15
16

1 - GATES PARK
2 - COMMUNITY GARDEN
3 - ROCKY KNOLLS GOLF COURSE
4 - CITY POOL
5 - COMMUNITY CENTER
6 - ARMORY
7 - WAY PARK
8 - FRENCH CREEK PARK
9 - HARBACH PARK
10 - BIG ROCK PARK
11 - PAGEANT HILL
12 - INMAN PARK
13 - FOOTBALL FIELD & TRACK
14 - CUSTER SCHOOL CAMPUS
15 - UNPLANNED CITY PROPERTY
16 - YMCA

LOCATION KEY

LEGEND

MAJOR PEDESTRIAN 
CONNECTION

MINOR PEDESTRIAN 
CONNECTION

ADDITIONAL/IMPROVED 
PEDESTRIAN CROSSING

SCHOOLS

PARKS

GOLF COURSE

MICKELSON TRAIL
(EXISTING)

M
IC

KE
LS

ON
 T

RA
IL

CUSTER STATE PARK SPUR
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