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Final
General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement
and Visitor Use and Facilities Plan

Volume 1
Voyageurs National Park

Koochiching and St. Louis Counties, Minnesota

This Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement describes four alternatives for the
management of Voyageurs National Park, as well as the environment that would be affected by the alternatives and the
environmental consequences of implementing these alternatives. Also included is the Visitor Use and Facilities Plan,
which includes park visitor use and facility sections described in the modified proposed action for the general manage-
ment plan. The Visitor Use and Facilities Plan takes a more comprehensive look at the Voyageurs region related to
tourism and surrounding visitor uses and facilities. The Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact
Statement and the Visitor Use and Facilities Plan are both based on the same information, and the environmental
impacts of the Visitor Use and Facilities Plan would be the same as the modified proposed action.

Alternative 1 would continue current management practices and actions at the park, and it constitutes the no-action
alternative. This alternative represents continued response to visitor use and resource management issues in accordance
with current management direction, including implementation of the approved 1988 Lakecountry and Backcountry Site
Management Plan, there would be no major change in management direction or facility development. The modified
proposed action, which combines elements from all of the alternatives, presents a balanced approach for resource
protection and visitor use. This alternative would expand and intensify natural and cultural resource protection efforts.
The feasibility of collecting fees for overnight permits and facility use would be studied over the next three years, and if
feasible, the most appropriate system would be implemented. The number of day and overnight use sites would be
increased (but less than alternative 1); cultural and natural resource visitor destinations would be developed throughout
the park; and several trails on the Kabetogama Peninsula and islands would be built, plus a mainland trail between the
Kabetogama and Ash River communities would be cooperatively developed. A multi-agency visitor center would be
jointly developed in Crane Lake, an educational institute for research and educational programs would be established in
partnership with others, partnerships would be strengthened with surrounding entities, and park operation facilities
would be enlarged at existing developed or disturbed areas. Alternative 2 would focus more intensely on natural and
cultural resource preservation, with the fewest new facilities and the most opportunities for visitors to experience
solitude, natural quiet, and a natural setting. Alternative 3 would emphasize the visitor experience by offering the widest
range and largest number of activities, facilities, and visitor opportunities. Resource protection programs would be more
directed to ensuring a quality visitor experience. Many of the ideas presented in alternatives 1 and 2 were combined to
create this alternative. Additional ideas in this alternative that are not reflected in the other alternatives include an
environmental education center near the Ash River visitor center, two new small campgrounds, a hut-to-hut system for
winter use, and commercial fixed-wing aircraft use on Kabetogama Lake.

The potential environmental consequences of the actions are addressed for natural resources, cultural resources,
visitor experience; interpretation, services, and education; park operations, facilities, and partnerships; and the social
and economic environment. No impairment of the park’s natural or cultural resources, or the visitor experience, is
expected under any of the alternatives.

The Draft General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement and Visitor Use and Facilities Plan was
on public review from June 16, 2000, through October 23, 2000. Approximately 2,000 individual letters were received
by mail and electronic mail, plus verbal comments made at a series of public meetings held in four communities in
Minnesota July 24-27, 2000. All substantive comments are summarized and responded to in volume 2, and comments
that were received are reprinted. The text of this final document has been revised where appropriate to modify the
proposed action in response to public comments, to clarify information, to correct errors, and to amplify the impact
analysis. The release of this Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement and Visitor Use and
Facilities Plan will be followed by a 30-day no-action period; if no substantive comments are received during that
period, the alternative or actions constituting the approved plan will be documented in a record of decision that will be
signed by the Regional Director of the Midwest Regional Office. For further information, contact the GMP/VUFP
Coordinator, Voyageurs National Park, Highway 53, International Falls, MN 56649; 218-283-9821.
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A Guide to Volume 1

Part I — Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement

The Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement is organized in accordance
with the Council on Environmental Quality’s implementing regulations for the National Environmental
Policy Act and the National Park Service Director’s Order 2: Park Planning.

The Summary, beginning on the following page, briefly describes the reasons that a general
management plan is being prepared, the alternatives being considered, and the environmental
consequences of implementing the alternatives.

Chapter 1: The Purpose of and Need for Action sets the framework for the entire document. It
describes why a plan is being prepared and what needs it must address. It gives the overall direction
for the alternatives that are being considered, which are based on the park’s legislated mission, its
purpose, and the significance of its resources, as well as statements of what the park should be like
in the future (these statements of desired future conditions are also referred to as mission goals). It
then details the specific problems, issues, and concerns that were raised during public scoping and
that are addressed by the alternatives to varying degrees. This chapter also describes how the
proposed general management plan relates to other planning documents, both within the park and
the region. The chapter concludes with a statement of the scope of the environmental impact
statement; specifically what impact topics were or were not considered.

Chapter 2: Alternatives, Including the Proposed Action, begins by describing the management
areas that will be used to manage the park in the future. It also describes the existing conditions in
the park. The four alternatives are then presented, one of which is the modified proposed action (the
National Park Service’s preferred plan at this time). Alternatives 1, 2, and 3 are similar to alterna-
tives that were presented to the public in the May 1999 Management Alternatives Response Booklet.
The modified proposed action includes recommendations from each of the alternatives and was
revised in response to public comments on the Draft General Management Plan / Environmental
Impact Statement. This chapter concludes with summary tables of the alternative actions and their
environmental consequences.

Chapter 3: The Affected Environment describes those areas that would be affected by imple-
menting the alternatives. Natural resources include geology, soils, air quality, water resources,
vegetation, fisheries, wildlife, and species of special concern. Cultural resources include archeo-
logical resources, ethnographic resources, historic structures, cultural landscapes, and collections.
Visitation trends and visitor management are examined for visitor use and facilities. Other elements
include interpretation, visitor services, education, the social and economic environment, and park
operations.

Chapter 4: Environmental Consequences analyzes the impacts of implementing the alternatives
on the topics described in “Chapter 3: The Affected Environment.” Methodologies for assessing the
impacts in terms of the intensity of impact are outlined.

Chapter 5: Consultation and Coordination describes the history of the current planning effort and
lists agencies and organizations who reviewed the draft document.

The Maps section includes the regional context, existing conditions (summer/winter), summer
actions for each alternative, and wetlands. There is only one winter map for the alternatives.

The Appendixes present supporting information for the document, along with references cited and
the planning team and document preparers.

Part II — Visitor Use and Facilities Plan

The Visitor Use and Facilities Plan has been developed in response to the direction in Public Law 97-
405. It is based on the same information as the Final General Management Plan / Environmental
Impact Statement, and it supports the same modified proposed action. Its emphasis is on regional
recreation facilities, tourism, and marketing.




SUMMARY

Voyageurs National Park is a scenic land and water environment of exceptional natural and cultural
resources, great character, beauty, and recreational potential. Located in the lakecountry of northern
Minnesota, the park protects 218,054 acres that includes roughly 134,000 acres of forested woodlands,
84,000 acres of water, 655 miles of undeveloped shoreline, and over 1,000 islands. The park’s 55-mile
northern boundary runs along the international border with Canada. The park’s complex system of
waterways includes one of the most important segments of the “transcontinental highway” traversed
by French-Canadian voyageurs during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Voyageurs National Park
was authorized in 1971 and established in 1975 “to preserve, for the inspiration and enjoyment of
present and future generations, the outstanding scenery, geological conditions and waterway system
which constituted a part of the historic route of the Voyageurs who contributed significantly to the
opening of the Northwestern United States.”

PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR ACTION

The purpose of this Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement and Visitor
Use and Facilities Plan is to set forth a basic management philosophy for Voyageurs National Park
and to provide a framework for future decision making for the next 15 to 20 years. The park’s current
Master Plan, which was approved in 1980, is no longer adequate to address the policy and operational
issues now facing Voyageurs National Park. While the Master Plan guided the National Park Ser-
vice’s initial efforts in managing the park, conditions have changed over the last 20 years, and that
plan does not provide sufficient direction for protecting natural and cultural resources or providing for
visitor use.

This document is unique because it also includes a visitor use and facilities plan, in addition to a pro-
posed general management plan for Voyageurs National Park. In 1983 Congress passed legislation
directing the park to complete a visitor use and facilities plan, but the directive was never funded. In
1996-97 a federal mediation process was conducted to address numerous issues about visitor use and
management of the park. As a result of this process, the mediation panel recommended that the visitor
use and facilities plan could be accomplished through the National Park Service’s general management
planning process. Therefore, the Visitor Use and Facilities Plan has been developed in conjunction
with the Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement. The Visitor Use and
Facilities Plan addresses the same visitor facilities and uses in the park outlined in the modified
proposed action, plus it takes a more comprehensive look at the Voyageurs region related to tourism,
surrounding visitor use and facilities, and opportunities for working with others outside the park. Since
the Visitor Use and Facilities Plan proposes the same actions as the modified proposed action, the
environmental consequences, including cumulative impacts, would be identical to those that are
presented in “Chapter 4: Environmental Consequences.”

This document has been prepared to satisfy the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act
of 1969, as amended, which requires a range of alternatives to be studied and the evaluation of poten-
tial impacts resulting from federal actions. Four alternatives for resource preservation, visitor experi-
ence, interpretation, and park operations are presented; these alternatives have been developed in
accordance with the park’s mission, purpose, and significance, which are based on the park’s enabling
legislation. The document also describes the environment that would be affected by the proposed
activities and the environmental consequences of implementing any of the alternatives. The modified
proposed action is the National Park Service’s preferred alternative.
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SUMMARY

This Final General Management Plan / Environmental Impact Statement and Visitor Use and Facili-
ties Plan outlines a basic management framework for future decision making; therefore, site-specific
details and recommendations are not always included. Consequently, the environmental impact state-
ment represents an overview of potential impacts relating to the implementation of actions for each
alternative. If the National Park Service determines in the future that specific actions called for by the
approved plan require additional study and analysis of impacts, more detailed assessments of impacts
will then be prepared as part of implementation planning. These documents will be tiered to this
environmental impact statement.

THE PARK MISSION, PURPOSE, AND SIGNIFICANCE

The mission, purpose, and significance of Voyageurs National Park are based on the park’s enabling
legislation, and they provide the general direction for each alternative. The mission, purpose, and
significance are stated below to provide the reader with adequate background when examining the
summary of the alternatives and the environmental consequences.

Mission Statement

Voyageurs National Park preserves the landscapes and scenic waterways that shaped the route of the
North American fur traders and defined the border between the United States and Canada. The park
and its diverse resources provide outstanding opportunities for outdoor recreation, scientific study,
sportfishing, education, and appreciation of the northwoods lakecountry setting.

Purpose Statements

The purposes of Voyageurs National Park, according to its legislation, are as follows:

Preserve the scenery, geologic conditions, and interconnected waterways within the park for the
inspiration and enjoyment of people now and in the future.

Commemorate the voyageurs’ routes and fur trade with the Native peoples of the north, which
contributed significantly to the opening of northwestern North America to European settlement.

Preserve, in an unimpaired condition, the ecological processes, biological and cultural diversity,
and history of the northwoods lakecountry border we share with Canada.

Provide opportunities for people to experience, understand, and treasure the lakecountry landscape
— its clean air and water, forests, islands, wetlands, and wildlife — in a manner that is compatible
with the preservation of park values and resources.

Significance Statements

Voyageurs National Park is significant for the following reasons:

The waterways of Voyageurs National Park include one of the most important segments of the fur
trade route used in the opening of northwestern North America.

Located near the headwaters of the Arctic watershed of Hudson Bay, the park’s lakes — rather
than land — have been the primary travel route throughout history. The lakes continue to shape
transportation and recreational uses of the area today.
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Summary

The park’s exposed rocks and landscape exemplify the glacial activity of the Pleistocene epoch
and some of the most complete and extensive Precambrian geologic features in the United States.

The park preserves the timeless beauty of woods, rocks, water, and sky that invite people to renew
themselves through a variety of outdoor activities.

The designation of Voyageurs as a national park is integral to the protection of the boundary
waters ecosystem by both the United States and Canada. Along with Quetico Provincial Park and
the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, Voyageurs was and remains at the heart of a major
conservation effort to protect the boreal forest landscape, its interconnected waterways, and
associated wildlife.

Voyageurs National Park holds vital evidence of the continuity of 10,000 years of human relation-
ships with the environment uniquely dictated by the interconnected waterway system. The park
provides an exceptional, largely unstudied storehouse of knowledge for the future and preserves
resources associated with a long period of use, including those representing the fur trade, Native
Americans, logging, and recreation.

OVERVIEW OF ALTERNATIVES

Detailed management prescriptions are presented beginning on page I-37; a summary table of the
alternatives is presented at the end of chapter 2, beginning on page I-87.

Management Areas

The park has been divided into specific management areas. Land management areas include a de-
veloped area, a lakecountry area, a backcountry trail area, and a primitive area. Water management
areas include an integrated use area, a nonmotorized use area, and a no-wake water area (alternative 2
only). Each management area has a specific set of desired resource conditions and visitor experiences
associated with it. The management areas will be applied to the entire area of the park, but the
locations and amounts of each management area would depend on the particular emphasis of an
alternative. For example, one alternative emphasizes more resource preservation with fewer developed
facilities for visitor use, while another emphasizes the development of more visitor facilities.

In all management areas and alternatives, motorized uses include the use of motorboats, electric
motors, planes (fixed-wing aircraft), houseboats, and snowmobiles. Nonmotorized uses include canoe-
ing, kayaking, paddleboating, rowboating, sailboating, skiing, snowshoeing, and hiking. In all
alternatives, the four major lakes remain open for motorized uses.

Alternative 1: Present Course of Action (No Action)

Alternative 1 describes the continuation of the existing management direction at the park and consti-
tutes the no-action alternative.

Natural and Cultural Resource Management. Under this alternative the National Park Service
would continue to manage the park to protect natural and cultural resources in accordance with
approved current plans and NPS policies as allowed by staffing and funding. Some, but not all, of the
park’s historic properties would be preserved.

Visitor Use and Facilities. A no-fee permit for all overnight use would be required. Only limited
visitor use monitoring would occur.
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SUMMARY

The four major lakes would continue to have integrated use (motorized and nonmotorized); motorized
use would continue on seven interior lakes (Locator, War Club, Quill, Loiten, Shoepack, Little Trout,
and Mukooda). The number of houseboats would remain unlimited.

The special use zone would remain, but snowmobile “radar runs” would continue to be illegal. All
other management areas would be the same as now.

Day and overnight sites would continue to be built to meet the development criteria outlined in the
approved 1988 Lakecountry and Backcountry Site Management Plan (about 400 sites total). The use
of undeveloped sites would continue. Summer hiking trails would continue to be built as shown in the
Final Environmental Impact Statement for a Wilderness Recommendation (1992), with numerous
small loops plus linkages to Peninsula destinations. No changes would be made to the existing winter
trail system.

Existing visitor facilities would be retained, year-round visitor interpretive services would be offered
at the Rainy Lake visitor center, and seasonal services would be provided at the Ash River and Kabe-
togama Lake visitor centers.

Interpretation, Visitor Services, and Education. Visitor contact, resource-protection, monitoring,
and emergency services would remain limited, with heavy dependence on established partnerships.

Park Operations, Facilities, and Partnerships. Park operations would continue in current areas with
a limited preventive maintenance program and a strong dependence on volunteers. Existing partner-
ships would continue; however, only limited partnerships would continue related to fishery and wild-
life management and for cultural resource preservation involving educational, institutional, or private
entities.

Modified Proposed Action

Natural and Cultural Resource Management. The modified proposed action would expand and
intensify natural resource protection efforts through increased inventory and monitoring programs,
partnerships, and research. Resource management plans would be revised as needed (such as the
Wildland Fire Management Plan and the Lakecountry and Backcountry Site Management Plan) or
completed. The park’s fire management policy would support a broader range of resource
management objectives, including reestablishing natural fire regimes without unduly reducing
visitation or visitor enjoyment.

The park would continue to identify, evaluate for significance, plan for, protect, and share information
about cultural resources, including structures, cultural landscapes, archeological resources,
ethnographic resources, and collections. Cultural resource management would be more proactive with
the development and implementation of treatment plans, a formal monitoring program, and more
focused public education efforts. Under the modified proposed action historic properties that represent
each cultural resource theme and that focus on the park’s mission, purpose, significance, and
interpretive themes would be retained.

Visitor Use and Facilities. A no-fee, self-registration permit system for overnight summer and winter
use would be implemented no sooner that 2002 (use-and-occupancy residents and private landowners
would be exempt). Permits would be easily obtained and users would not be directed to specific
overnight sites. The purpose of the system would be to gather information about site use and to
educate visitors about park conditions, activities, and rules. A feasibility study, which would be con-
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ducted with public input, would be completed within three years to determine if a more formal
overnight permit system was warranted.

Also, the feasibility of implementing facility use fees for camping and parking would be studied.
Entrance fees are not proposed. A monitoring program for visitor experience and resource protection
would be established and would be based on information from the no-fee permit system and the
overnight permit feasibility study.

Integrated motorized and nonmotorized uses could continue on the four major lakes and the seven
designated interior lakes, including fixed-wing aircraft uses (private and one commercial permit). Only
nonmotorized use would be allowed on the other interior lakes (the same as alternative 1). No areas for
no-wake boating would be established.

A houseboat management plan would be completed by 2005. The plan would address topics such as
commercial and private houseboat use, graywater management, users’ needs and desires, and the
appropriate number of houseboats at one time. Pending the completion of that plan, an interim limit of
60 overnight houseboats per basin would be allowed, for a park total of 120. This interim limit would
ensure that the current level of houseboat use in the park would be accommodated at least until 2005,
and it would allow for houseboat numbers to grow based on the current peak rate. No limited
concession contracts would be established with commercial houseboat companies.

The special use zone near the Kabetogama resort community would be continued, but special events
would require a permit and would have to be consistent with the purpose and significance of the park.

The park would continue to provide boats on interior lakes; a fee would be charged beginning in the
summer of 2002.

Fewer day and overnight use sites (280-320 total sites) would be built than under alternative 1. The
effects of overnight use at undeveloped sites would be studied, and if they were found to be damaging
resources or negatively affecting other visitors, these sites would be phased out or other strategies
would be implemented. Starting in the summer of 2005, fires would be allowed only in metal fire rings
at developed sites.

Visitor destination sites that feature special natural or cultural features that could be interpreted would
be developed to enhance visitors’ appreciation of the park. Under the modified proposed action 15 to
20 such visitor destination sites would be established.

In cooperation with partners, a mainland, nonmotorized summer and winter trail would be developed
between the Kabetogama Lake and Ash River communities, and the feasibility of extending the trail
to Crane Lake would be studied. Several hiking trails would be built on the Kabetogama Peninsula,
and some would link to visitor destinations. Facility expansion at visitor centers would be minimized;
instead alternative methods such as outdoor and temporary facilities would be provided, and visitor
information materials and methods would be expanded. A multi-agency visitor center would be
developed at Crane Lake. Year-round operations would occur at the Rainy Lake visitor center and the
Crane Lake multi-agency center, while operational hours at the Ash River and Kabetogama Lake
visitor centers would be based on demand.

Interpretation, Visitor Services, and Education. A more comprehensive interpretive program would
be provided. Visitor services, resource protection, and emergency response would be expanded and
improved with increased staffing. A proposed educational institute to provide special programs and to
supplement the park’s interpretive program would be formed through partnerships.
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