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The lake-studded landscape of Wisconsin's North Woods is changing 
rapidly. Now is the time to envision the region's future. What kinds of 
lakes will we have? What kinds of lakes do we want?  

This summer, as in past years, thousands of vacationers will pour into 
the forested lakeshores of Vilas County and neighboring counties. 
Visitors find a different place than they would have seen 25 years ago:  

* The number of permanent residents has almost doubled.  

* There are more lakefront homes, and the houses are bigger.  
* There are more bikes, boats and ATVs.  

* Invaders such as rainbow smelt, rusty crayfish and Eurasian milfoil 
have reduced the quality of fishing and boating.  

* Features of suburban life, such as chain stores and traffic jams, are 
more common.  

Stuff happens, to paraphrase a popular bumper sticker, but the future 
does not just happen. People make choices to steer the course of 
events, and to cope with changes they cannot control.  

Thinking about the future is important, but with so many changes 
happening at once it seems hard to think about the future in a 
coherent way.  

To understand how the northern lake region might change during the 
next 25 years, UW-Madison researchers met with residents and 
visitors to assess the future. Participants included business people, 
American Indians, lakeshore residents, politicians and managers.  

The group used scenarios to think about a wide range of plausible 
future changes. The scenarios are based on well-understood trends, 



ongoing scientific research, and simulation models, as well as careful 
thinking about unpredictable events, vulnerabilities, and sources of 
resilience.  

Four scenarios were developed for the Northern Highland area. Each 
assumes current trends through 2007. Then, each scenario traces a 
different sequence of events from 2007 until 2027.  

Each scenario explores what could happen if certain trends, such as 
the spread of invasive species, become dominant. While no particular 
scenario is likely to come true, the future is likely to include some 
aspects of the scenarios.  

We have named each possible scenario:  

* Anaheim North: The region develops rapidly as tourism expands 
around theme parks in population centers.  

* Walleye Commons: Unexpected environmental problems lead to a 
decline in population followed by gradual reorganization around tribal 
initiatives.  

* Northwoods Quilt: Growth and diversification of the population lead 
to resource conflicts that are resolved by allocating recreational lands 
and lakes for certain specified uses.  

* Refugee Revolution: Terrorism in Chicago leads to population growth 
as well as more governmental control of resource use.  

Wisconsin's North Woods are changing into something new. We need 
to think about the future today, so that we can preserve the best of 
the past while making the most of opportunities to come. 

 


