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L A K E C O U N T R Y A N D B A C K C O U N T R Y 

S I T E M A N A G E M E N T P L A N 
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1988 

S U M M A R Y 

Types and Numbers of Developed Sites. The National Park Service will 
designate and develop a number of watercraft accessible campsites and day use 
sites in Voyageurs National Park to meet existing and projected recreational 
needs. These sites will include developed and undeveloped campsites and 
abandoned cabin sites that meet the site selection criteria described in 
Appendix B. About 300 undeveloped campsites and cabin sites will be 
converted, thereby bringing Voyageurs' total number of developed sites to 
approximately 400. A minimum of 25 of the 400 developed sites will be 
exclusively for day users where overnight camping will not be permitted. A 
minimum of 100 sites will be exclusively for use by houseboaters who do not 
need to set up a tent on shore and want a wood fire. A minimum of 250 sites 
will be available for tent camping by hikers, skiers, canoeists, snowmobilers, 
motorboaters, or houseboaters. A minimum of three small campgrounds will be 
maintained. A minimum of 4 group campsites will be available for organized 
groups on Kabetogama, Rainy, and Sand Point lakes. 

Overnight Use Limited to Developed Sites. No earlier than 1990, all overnight 
visitors wPTo set up" tents on shore or build wood fires will use one of 
Voyageurs1 developed campsites. The only overnight visitors not required to 
use the park's developed campsites are those who are traveling away from 
maintained trails and portage routes in the backcountry; boats that must 
anchor in deeper water away from shore for the night; and houseboaters who do 
not want to set up a tent on shore or build a wood fire. 

Overnight Houseboat Use. Houseboaters who wish to build a wood fire while 
camped for the night will use one of Voyageurs' developed houseboat sites. 
Houseboaters who wish to set up a tent while camped for the night will use one 
of the park's developed tent sites. Houseboaters not building a wood fire or 
setting up a tent on shore may moor anywhere in the park except: (1) within 
navigation channels, narrow channels that provide passage between or through 
lakes, and the vistas from scenic overlooks and visitor centers; (2) where 
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less than 1/4 mile line-of-sight distance separates a houseboat from any of 
the park's designated campsites; (3) within stands of floating or emergent 
vegetation located in shallow water; and (4) within 1/4 mile of active bald 
eagle and osprey nests, 200 feet of active loon nests and colonial nesting 
waterbird rookeries, and on islands closed to protect calving areas. 

Day Use Activities. A minimum of 25 of the park's developed sites will be 
exclusively for day users where overnight camping will not take place. 
Visitors may also use unoccupied developed campsites for a variety of 
recreational day use activities. Day users will vacate unoccupied campsites 
by 4 p.m. so that potential overnight users may have access to these sites. 
Day use will continue at all undeveloped locations in the park if visitors do 
not build wood fires. Day users may build fires if they use one of Voyageurs' 
designated sites. 

Party Size Limits at Developed Sites. Small campsites will accommodate up to 
nine people. Large campsites will accommodate up to 18 people. Small 
campgrounds will accommodate a maximum of five to seven individual groups with 
nine people per party. Groups with more than nine people can also use 
campgrounds if they break into parties of nine or less and occupy two or more 
individual sites. Group campsites will generally accommodate up to seventy-
two people. Houseboat sites will accommodate two houseboats. Most day use 
sites will accommodate two groups of nine people simultaneously. A few day 
use sites, however, will accommodate simultaneously 49 tour boat passengers or 
other large parties and several smaller day use groups that are not using the 
tour boat, such as Anderson Bay. 

Camping Permit/Reservation System. When use reaches a level where competition 
for sites is high, a camping permit/reservation system will be implemented. 
At that time, all tent campers and houseboaters will be required to obtain a 
camping permit for each overnight trip into Voyageurs' lakecountry and 
backcountry environments. All other boats, such as sailboats and cabin 
cruisers, that anchor for the night away from shore must also obtain a permit. 

Wood Fires and Wood Gathering. Wood fires will be permitted only in metal 
firegrills at Voyageurs" designated sites. Fire use will be allowed as long 
as fuelwood is adequate to satisfy user needs and wood gathering does not 
impact site resources. Sites where wood is depleted will be closed to wood 
fires. Although wood fires will be permitted, wood gathering at the park's 
small campgrounds and group campsites will be prohibited; users must bring 
their own wood from outside the park or collect it more than a 1/4 mile away 
from their site. 

Visitors using any site closed to wood fires must use stoves or charcoal in 
firepans for cooking and warmth. Backcountry campers who are traveling away 
from maintained trails and developed campsites must also use stoves for 
cooking and warmth. Wood gathering will be limited to dead and down material 
collected more than 200 feet from small and large campsites, houseboat sites, 
and day use sites. The use of chain saws for cutting wood is prohibited. 

Temporary Site Closures to Protect Wildlife and Visitors. Areas will continue 
to be temporarily closed to protect the denning, nesting, calving, foraging 
and brood-rearing habitats of threatened and special concern species, such as 
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the eastern timber wolf, bald eagle, osprey, common loon, common tern, deer 
and moose. Temporary site or area closures will be lifted either when the 
den, nest or colony fails, or the young are fledged or weaned. Campsites and 
day use sites that are involved with human-bear problems may also be 
temporarily closed. Sites may be temporarily closed in response to the 
presence of prescribed natural fires or prescribed burns, special habitat 
requirements of ungulates, or accelerated erosion that releases archeological 
materials. 

Schedule for Implementing the Site Management Program. Implementation of this 
site management program will require a phased approach due to funding and 
manpower constraints, the presence of abandoned cabins and debris on some 
sites, the presence of retained use and occupancy cabins on others, and the 
presence of private cabins that have not yet been acquired by the National 
Park Service. The schedule for implementing this site management program is 
outlined below. 

A. Beginning in the summer of 1988, campsites that are badly impacted or 
have public health limitations will be permanently closed and restored 
to natural conditions. Some of these sites will be converted to 
houseboat sites or day use sites. Facilities will be removed from 
campsites that will be permanently closed. Appropriate facilities 
will be installed at campsites that will be converted to houseboat or 
day use sites. Metal firegrills will be removed from sites where wood 
fires are prohibited. Bear-proof food storage lockers will continue 
to be installed at campsites frequented by bears. Appropriate signing 
will be placed at areas closed to fires or camping. 

B. As funding permits, new developed campsites and day use sites will be 
created from among the park's undeveloped campsites and cabin sites; 
several sites will be handicapped accessible. The highest priorities 
for campsite and day use site development will be on Rainy Lake west 
of Brule Narrows, and Kabetogama and Sand Point Lakes. Funding for an 
accelerated construction program will be pursued so that all sites 
identified for long-term management will possibly be developed within 
5 years, except those sites encumbered with retained use and occupancy 
leases or private cabins. 

C. By the summer of 1990, there will be enough sites either developed or 
designated to accommodate all overnight use. Sites not yet developed 
will be signed and a metal firegrill installed; the park's camping and 
hiking brochure will identify where these sites are located and the 
level of facility development at each site. At that time, overnight 
users will be required to camp at designated sites. Day users who 
want to build a wood fire must likewise use designated sites. 

D. Beginning no earlier than the summer of 1992, if overnight use reaches 
a level where competition for developed and designated sites is high, 
a camping permit/reservation system will be implemented. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The approved Master Plan for Voyageurs National Park (U.S. NPS 1980) specified 
that within the park's natural zone (99.96 percent of the park) there would be 
located minor development and primitive development areas (ibid, pg. 30-31). 
Minor developed areas are small campgrounds, such as at Mukooda Lake and King 
Williams Narrows, for family or small group camping. Primitive developed 
areas are single unit camping sites located in the backcountry, on islands in 
the major lakes, or along the shores of the major lakes on the Kabetogama 
Peninsula and the mainland. The Master Plan states that development at these 
sites will blend with the natural surroundings; and that each developed 
(designated) site will have a toilet, firegrill, picnic table and tent pads; 
sites in the backcountry, however, would not have picnic tables. 

The Master Plan thus specified that minor and primitive developed areas will 
be located within the park's natural zone but it did not identify how many 
sites would be developed, where these sites would be located, or the type of 
use that is appropriate for each site. Appropriate uses of the park's natural 
zone include hiking/backpacking, camping (tent and houseboat), picnicking, 
boating/canoeing, wind-surfing, water skiing, scuba diving, swimming, all 
season sport fishing, floatplane/skiplane travel, snowmobiling, cross-country 
skiing, and snowshoeing. Since the Master Plan did not identify how many 
overnight and day use sites would be developed for these appropriate park uses 
or where those sites would be located, a Lakecountry and Backcountry Site 
Management Plan Environmental Assessment (EA) (U.S. NPS 1986) was prepared to 
accomplish that purpose. This site management plan implements the NPS 
preferred alternative described and evaluated in that EA. National 
Environmental Policy Act compliance for this plan was covered in the EA. 

Voyageurs National Park, Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW) and 
Quetico Provincial Park form a contiguous unit of relatively undisturbed 
wilderness in the center of the North American continent that provides a 
diversity of recreational experiences for citizens of both Canada and the 
United States. While non-motorized primitive recreation opportunities are 
being expanded in the BWCAW, motorized opportunities in Voyageurs will 
continue to offer visitors some of the kinds of use settings and experiences 
that are no longer available or have decreased considerably in the BWCAW since 
passage of the BWCA Wilderness Act in 1978. Visitor and site management 
programs in Quetico and the BWCAW require users to obtain mandatory wilderness 
permits and camp at designated sites. 

Away from maintained roads, in the park's natural zone, Voyageurs' lakecountry 
and backcountry environments provide two distinct types of recreational 
experiences in the summer. The lakecountry is primarily accessible by motor 
powered vessels and canoes. It provides visitors with a semi-primitive 
motorized experience where they have opportunities for some isolation from the 
sights and sounds of man, a high degree of interaction with the natural 
environment, moderate challenge and risk, and use of outdoor skills and 
motorized equipment. Voyageurs' backcountry, on the other hand, is primary 
accessible by trails, portages and aircraft. The backcountry provides 
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visitors with a primitive experience where they have opportunities for 
isolation from the sights and sounds of man, feeling a part of the natural 
environment, a high degree of challenge and risk, and use of outdoor skills. 

Voyageurs' natural and cultural environments and resources are fully described 
in the Final Environmental Statement for the Master Plan (U.S. NPS 1979) and 
the Lakecountry and Backcountry Site Management Plan EA (U.S. NPS 1986). For 
the sake of brevity this descriptive material will not be repeated here. 
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MANAGEMENT PROBLEM 

Lakeside camping and picnicking have been traditional uses in Voyageurs 
National Park and vicinity for thousands of years. Members of the Archaic 
culture hunted bison and mammoth along the receding shoreline of glacial Lake 
Agassiz 5000 years ago. People from Laurel (1000 BC to 800 AD) and then 
Blackduck (800 AD to 1500 AD) cultures were gathering berries and wild rice, 
and hunting and fishing along the park's lakeshores for several thousand 
years. For a century and a half, with the assistance of the Ojibway Indians, 
French-Canadian voyageurs plied this maze of lakes and streams in frail birch 
bark canoes and transported vast quantities of furs and goods between Montreal 
and the far Northwest. 

During the last 90 years, however, the means used to access the park's 
campsites and desirable day use sites and the number of people using them has 
changed dramatically. Today large numbers of visitors use motorboats and 
houseboats to gain easy access to lakeside campsites and day use sites or 
trailheads leading to them. One can be at the most remote backcountry 
campsite within three to four hours after leaving any population center on the 
park perimeter. Visitors can fly from local seaplane bases to most park 
campsites in less than one hour. 

When recreational camping and day use became popular in wilderness water areas 
prior to the establishment of Voyageurs, few developed campsites or day use 
sites were available to accommodate user needs. Most campers and day users 
established the tradition of camping or picnicking on the most desirable sites 
regardless of ownership or site durability. The Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources and the U.S. Forest Service were the first public agencies 
to provide developed sites within the future park to meet increasing user 
needs. As resorts developed and houseboat businesses opened, visitor demands 
for campsites and day use sites heightened. Private ownership and state 
leases for summer cabins increased so new campsites were continually being 
established to replace lost areas. Boise Cascade Corporation responded by 
developing thirty-three campsites (and portage trails to them) on what were 
then corporate lands during the decade prior to creation of the park. 

Severe localized ecological impacts result from recreational use of Voyageurs' 
600 campsites and day use sites, even when there is only minimal use of a 
site. Common impacts on vegetation at such sites are loss of ground cover, 
elimination of tree reproduction, damage to tree boles that increases their 
susceptibility to insect and disease attack, loss of overstory trees, changes 
in species composition toward more trampling-resistant species, invasion by 
exotic plant species, and threats to rare plant species and communities. 
Common impacts on soils are loss of organic layers, increase in exposed 
mineral soil, increased soil compaction, and soil erosion that exposes tree 
roots and rocks. 

Water quality is also degraded in the immediate vicinity of Voyageurs' 
recreation sites. Recreational use at campsites and day use sites results in 
changes in the distribution, abundance and behavior of a variety of wildlife 
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species, particularly black bears. Many undeveloped campsites and day use 
sites, cabin sites, and some developed campsites are located on top of 
prehistoric and historic archeological sites. Many abandoned cabin sites that 
are suitable for long-term management as campsites or day use sites continue 
to be occupied by a variety of developments that were associated with their 
use as either year round residences, summer residences, resorts, or fish 
camps. 

It is not unusual to have more visitors using Voyageurs1 undeveloped than 
developed campsites during most summer periods. As a result, human waste, 
garbage and fish offal are not adequately managed and undesirable human-bear 
conflicts occur where food is not properly stored. Visitor use is currently 
exceeding the capacity of the natural environment or physical facilities to 
adequately absorb a variety of recreational impacts on some developed and 
undeveloped campsites and day use sites. Although signs and park literature 
encourage campers to use developed campsites, there is no policy restricting 
camping to these sites only. 

Conflicts frequently occur between Voyageurs1 diverse user groups. Competition 
for the limited number of developed sites commonly occurs between houseboat 
users, tent campers and day users. Houseboaters may occupy a developed site 
for mooring protection but not use its facilities. Day users frequently 
occupy developed campsites during the day or have difficulty finding a picnic 
site because all suitable sites are occupied by tent campers and houseboaters. 
Day users must use unoccupied developed or undeveloped campsites since there 
are no developed day use sites in the park at this time. Consequently, tent 
campers must use undeveloped campsites or create new ones. Few group 
campsites exist in the park, so single unit campsites are often expanded and 
their physical capacity exceeded. 
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GOALS AND MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVES 

The impacts on the park's natural and cultural resources, and the conflicts 
between different types of users described above are incompatible with 
Voyageurs National Park's purpose "to conserve the scenery and the natural and 
historic objects and the wildlife therein and to provide for the enjoyment of 
the same in such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for 
the enjoyment of future generations" (Public Law 91-661). According to the 
park's enabling legislation, management actions must "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." 

National Park Service Management Policies states that "campsites may be 
designated to protect park resources from deterioration from indiscriminate 
camping. Other improvements, such as fireplaces, shelters, privies, and 
picnic tables, may be provided if they aid in protection of the resources. 
The use of open camp and cooking fires may be prohibited in areas where the 
management goal is wide dispersion of users, restoration at overused sites, or 
where the evidence of previous campers (charcoal, fire-rings, etc.) would 
detract from the quality of experience, or where sufficient firewood is not 
generally available. Management of the backcountry requires a system for 
limiting and directing use where overuse is adversely affecting the resources 
or the user's experience" (U.S. NPS 1978: VII-11). "Reservation systems may 
be employed when the demand for camping periodically or chronically exceeds 
the number of campsites" (ibid., 13). "Organized group campsites or 
campgrounds may be developed and managed in parks where such use is desirable 
and beneficial to the enjoyment of the park resources" (idib., 12). 

The goals for lakecountry and backcountry site management at Voyageurs are to: 
(1) maintain the integrity of natural ecological processes; (2) protect and 
preserve historic and prehistoric cultural resources; (3) provide for 
satisfying experiences consistent with legislation, policy and social demands; 
and (4) confine visitor impacts on recreation sites to acceptable levels. 

The objectives for Voyageurs' lakecountry and backcountry site management 
program are listed below under the applicable site management goal. In 
meeting these objectives, the Service will comply with the legislation 
governing Voyageurs National Park and the National Park Service. 

1. Maintain the integrity of natural ecological processes: 

A. Maintain, perpetuate and restore natural ecosystem processes at work 
in the park's lakecountry and backcountry environments. 

B. Restore and perpetuate naturally occurring plant and animal species in 
the vicinity of campsites and day use sites. 

C. Protect endangered, threatened, and special concern species of plants 
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and animals, and rare plant communities from disturbance by campers 
and day users, particularly the threatened eastern timber wolf and 
bald eagle. 

D. Maintain acceptable water and air quality in this federal Class I 
area. 

E. Conduct a fire prevention program in cooperation with other agencies 
to protect human life, physical facilities, cultural resources, and 
prevent modification of park ecosystems by excessive human-caused 
wildfire. 

2. Protect and preserve historic and prehistoric resources: 

A. Permit only those developments which are compatible with the preserva­
tion of the park's historic and prehistoric cultural resources in the 
vicinity of campsites and day use sites. 

B. Ensure that cultural resource inventories have been conducted prior to 
removal of abandoned cabins or debris and construction of facilities. 

C. Ensure that all design and construction measures at campsites and day 
use sites avoid or minimize impairments to cultural resources. 

3. Provide for satisfying experiences consistent with legislation, policy, 
and social demands: 

A. Promote visitor enjoyment of the park by providing campsites and day 
use sites that offer rewarding experiences and opportunities to enjoy 
various examples of natural, cultural, and scenic resources for the 
greatest number of visitors compatible with resources protection and 
visitor safety. 

B. Provide maximum opportunities for visitor solitude and privacy in a 
natural setting with minimum restrictions and where the imprint of man 
is substantially unnoticeable. 

C. Recreation opportunities in the park will be managed for relatively 
homogeneous groups of visitors, thereby minimizing user group 
conflicts and increasing the park's social capacity. 

D. Obtain objective and systematically collected information about what 
affects satisfaction so the park can meet visitor needs. 

4. Confine visitor impacts on recreation sites to acceptable levels: 

A. Plan campsites and day use sites that blend with the topography and 
the environment and that minimize adverse effects on cultural and 
natural resources, including threatened and rare species. 
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