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The Quetico Superior 
Foundation, established in
1946, encourages and 
supports the protection of
the wilderness, cultural and
historical resources of the
Quetico-Superior canoe
country and region.

When the first issue of Wilderness News reached readers in 1946, the

management debate over what would become the Boundary Waters

Canoe Area Wilderness focused on contentious yet largely tangible

issues—preventing roads from bisecting the wilderness, reducing the

impact of low-flying planes, and purchasing private inholdings for

permanent protection. Today, the threats against the region’s

wilderness character are somewhat harder to pin down. We estimate

the impact of proposed mining. We grapple with the spread of

invasive species. And the face of the wilderness visitor changes—in

many cases, growing older.   

In this issue, we look carefully at these issues so we can better

understand them and we look at some of the ways activists are rising

to the challenge. Contributor Greg Seitz explores Forest Service

efforts to eradicate invasive species in the BWCAW, where the agency

is now proposing the use of herbicides. Contributor Alissa Johnson

introduces us to Janice Matichuk, an interior ranger for Quetico

Provincial Park who has seen the aging of the wilderness visitor first

hand. We also learn about a new effort in Ely, Minnesota to engage

wilderness tourists in the fight against mining.  

We believe the first step toward solving any problem is to understand

its scope. We hope you’ll feel informed and inspired as a result of

what you read in these pages. As always, we thank you for your

continued support—we couldn’t do it without you.

Sincerely, 

Jim Wyman

Board President, Quetico Superior Foundation

The Changing Face of
Wilderness Protection
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Paddlers took to the South Kawisihiwi River on a cold, rainy day in June to high-
light new efforts to raise awareness about proposed mining near the Boundary
Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. Photo by Joe Brandmeier.

Tell us what you think and keep up with canoe country issues:

http://www.facebook.com/WildernessNews



Both American Rivers and the people behind Sustainable

Ely are concerned with one thing: mining proposed on

the edge of the Boundary Waters. Sustainable Ely is an

environmental action center that has opened up shop on

Sheridan Street, the main drag in Ely, Minnesota. It’s the

brainchild of Steve Piragis, owner of Piragis Northwoods

Company, and run by Northeastern Minnesotans for

Wilderness. Their goal is to attract summer tourists.

While there’s an inviting sign in the front yard and a plac-

ard that reads “open” in the window, tourists won’t find

anything for sale inside. Instead, they’ll find information

on mining and computers at the ready so they can urge

Congress and the President to protect the wilderness

from mining altogether.

“The main point is to ask them to take action while

they’re in the center,” said Piragis. He and his wife Nancy

purchased the home that houses Sustainable Ely and

lease it to Northeastern Minnesotans for Wilderness.
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Envisioning a mining-free future for the
Boundary Waters
By Alissa Johnson

Sustainable Ely

Activists paddle the South Kawishiwi River to highlight new efforts to raise awareness about proposed mining near the Boundary Waters
Canoe Area Wilderness and the threat it poses to the region's wilderness character. All photos courtesy Joe Brandmeier. 

On the first day of June, thirty canoes and some sixty paddlers made their way down the
Kawishiwi River. The paddlers wore down jackets and raincoats under their life jackets, and
they paddled into a cold and rainy headwind. They took to the river in spite of the weather
because they paddled for a purpose: to draw attention to the Boundary Waters Canoe Area
Wilderness (BWCAW), which together with the South Kawishiwi River, has been named one
of the most endangered watersheds of 2013 by the nonprofit American Rivers, and to launch
a new initiative called Sustainable Ely. 
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“Several thousand people walk the streets of Ely every-

day. We thought that if we had a place where we were

visible, advertised with signage, and got people in, we

could talk to them about the issue of mining on the edge

of the Boundary Waters, which concerns us so much.”

“We’re local people acting locally and trying to

have an influence nationally,” he added, explaining

that the group’s ultimate hope is to secure permanent

protection for the BWCAW watershed while President

Obama is still in office and the political tides are in Sus-

tainable Ely’s favor. He hopes that tourists will help

create a buzz in Washington, and that by the end of

the summer the Center will have collected 25,000 sig-

natures on a donated canoe that he and other

Sustainable Ely organizers dream of portaging up the

capitol steps in Washington D.C. 

Still, Piragis and his partners have no illusions that

Sustainable Ely will be a short term operation or that se-

curing permanent protection will be easy. They intend to

stay involved in the mining debate for the long haul. “If

we’re unsuccessful, at the very least we’re going to show

the mining companies that we’re a watchdog here in

town,” Piragis said. 

It’s a bold role for an Ely business owner to take on,

particularly given the town’s history of unrest when it

comes to wilderness management. Past debates have led

to environmental writer and activist Sigurd Olsen being

hung in effigy and blockades in front of BWCAW entry

points. But Piragis believes that it’s a natural stance for

someone like him to take.

“The Boundary Waters are unique in the world. We

sit in a business that depends on clean water and a clean

More than 100 people attended the opening of Sustainable Ely, a new action center in downtown Ely dedicated to raising awareness about
proposed mining on the edge of the wilderness. Visitors to the center will be asked to sign a donated canoe, which organizers hope to portage
up the capitol steps in Washington D.C.
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environment, so I don’t think it’s unnatural for anybody

in our business to be concerned and willing to step out,”

he said. “Nobody comes here to drive through an indus-

trial zone. They come here because it’s the end of the

road, the beginning of the wilderness and it should have

a wilderness character.”

So far, Piragis has been blown away by the outpour-

ing of positivity and volunteers dedicated to raising

awareness about mining. After the June outing on the

Kawishiwi River, more than 100 people gathered at the

Sustainable Ely Center that night for its grand opening.

There were the typical grand opening events—mingling,

food, and drink—but there were also speeches by notable

individuals, including an American Rivers representative

and former WCCO anchor Don Shelby. The cause is defi-

nitely garnering attention. 

“I was almost tearful when we were standing in the

Outward Bound dining room before the paddle on the

Kawishiwi River, talking about why we were there. It was

deeply moving,” Piragis said. “There’s something innate

about [the cause] that people are responding to in an

amazing way.”

In addition to spurring political action, Sustainable

Ely is also hosting community forums at Vermillion Com-

munity College. Speakers include Nancy Schuldt, Water

Projects Coordinator for the Fond du Lac Environmental

Program, Dave Chamber of the Center for Science in Pub-

lic Participation, and Dr. Tom Power, a University of

Montana professor. 

Visit Facebook/SustainableEly for more information. 

“We’re local people acting locally and trying to have an
influence nationally” – Steve Piragis

The nonprofit American Rivers has named the South Kawishiwi River and the Boundary Waters one of America's most endangered rivers 
because of mining proposed in the area. Visit www.americanrivers.org for more information.



When Janice Matichuk accepted the position
of Interior Park Ranger for Quetico Provincial
Park in 1985, her daughter was five months
old. The Cache Bay Ranger Station where
she was posted lay 1,000 miles away from
the log home she and her husband were
building in eastern Ontario. Uprooting for
the seasonal job would mean being a 16
kilometer motorboat ride and a six-hour
drive from Atikokan, and living in near isola-
tion with an infant. But the young couple
gave it a go. They packed up the baby, the
family dog, and 2,000 pounds of gear—in-
cluding a diaper pail, a crib, a high chair and
four months of canned goods and frozen
foods—and moved into a small island cabin
on Cache Bay.  “We had no idea what we
were getting into,” Janice remembers. 

A plane delivered dairy, bakery and fresh vegetables
twice a month. Janice called in her grocery list a week
in advance, and once the plane delivered their food,
she had to make it last two full weeks. All the while,
she balanced raising an infant with issuing permits
and teaching visitors how to respect the wilderness.
But something about the lifestyle clicked. In 1988, 
Janice had a second child, and each of her kids spent
16 summers on the island. And for 17 years Janice, her
children and pets did the 1,000 mile trek to Atikokan
in early May and then back home in mid September
to get the kids in school. Even after she and her hus-
band separated in 1997, Janice continued to work as a
ranger. Last summer was her 28th year on the job. She
goes there alone now since her children are grown,

and Janice is the longest serving interior ranger in the
history of the park. She’s also the only ranger to stay at
one station for so long. 

“The island is just heaven on earth for me,” she says.
“I like the challenge of the isolation and the challenge of
living with the elements of nature and having to live with
it as opposed to battle it.” Her experience has given her a
unique window into the value of wilderness and the
changing face of Quetico visitors.

The Job of a Ranger
Strictly speaking, Janice’s job is to make sure that
campers understand the rules and regulations in the
park, and that payment is in order. But she thinks of her-
self as more of an ambassador on the doorstep to the
wilderness. She knows the Cache Bay area of Quetico in-
timately, and she takes it upon herself to teach its visitors
a respect for the land and the consequences of making
mistakes. She likes to chat with canoeists, even joke
around to get a sense of their goals and tailor her speech
to their needs. 

“If they have a lot on their minds about fishing, I
really get onto them about respect for fish,” Janice
says. “Reminding them of the limits, the basics about
cleaning up, respect for the campsite. For new comers,
I go in-depth.”

She pays close attention to their skill levels, and if
unsuspecting canoeists are headed for the Falls Chain
she sets them straight. Water levels can change dramati-
cally along the chain of waterfalls, making portage
landings hard to find and exposing inexperienced pad-
dlers to strong currents. Janice has been known to steer
beginners to other, safer routes because above all, she
wants people to understand the power of nature. 

“One of the things I’ve wanted to say and do say
to a few people is, ‘Strip yourself down. Naked, no
shoes either. Get bear butt naked and walk 100 steps
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Janice Matichuk: Quetico
Ranger and Ambassador to
the Wilderness
By Alissa Johnson

WILDERNESS VOICES



from your campsite just through the bush. You will
know in nanoseconds who is boss,” she says.

The Life of a Ranger
That power of nature is one of the things that Janice
likes best about the life of an interior ranger. She rises to
the challenge of being in charge of her own safety, and
what appears to be a tiny cabin to most people feels like
a castle to Janice. “The cabin was built in 1957, but I
have running water, a tub, a propane stove and freezer,
fridge, lights and outhouse. I now have internet on the
island, required for permits and fish licenses, but I was
hard pressed to use it,” she says. 

For Janice, using the internet felt shameful. She
prided herself on not having electricity, or a phone or
even a computer. She liked the way it forced her and her
children to engage with each other and play board
games—even though they called them B-O-R-E-D

games, she could see the way that wilderness had
seeped into their bones.

“Thankfully when I felt like I was neglecting them
by being so busy in my job, they were outside talking to
campers and spouting off all kinds of stuff about the
park. It was just a matter of fact to them that the loons
would hatch in two weeks or there were moose on the
island,” she says.

They developed an intimate knowledge of the nat-
ural world, and Janice got to watch them grow and
change even as the forest around her did the same.
These days, with more time to herself, Janice likes to
walk the perimeter of the island and observe how the
trees have grown. She’s been known to put her arms
around a tree and marvel at how it has changed since
her arrival on the island, to grow weepy at the beauty of
the land. 

The Life of the Wilderness
It’s the beauty of Quetico Provincial Park that Janice
wants people to know first hand. She has watched as the
face of the average visitor has changed. When she began
her job, most people entering Quetico were 40 to 60
years old. Now, they’re in their 70s.

“I shake my head at them. I can’t even get off my

wildernessnews.org . WILDERNESS NEWS SUMMER 2013 7

Frequent Quetico Park visitors Ann and George Booty. 

Cliffs above Silver Falls channel on Cache Bay. 
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mattress in the morning without moaning and groan-
ing, and they’re getting up off rocks in the morning. I
just admire them,” she says.

She calls them lifers, and she urges them to bring
their children and grandchildren the next time they
come. She knows from a park survey that usage of the
park has gone down, and most of its visitors are return-
ing visitors. They come every summer, occasionally
getting the itch to travel somewhere else but always
finding their way back to Quetico. Janice worries that
politicians and bureaucrats will look at the declining
numbers and decide that the value of wilderness has di-
minished. When she received a medal of valor for
helping rescue five canoeists, she used her time at the
podium to remind park officials of the park’s value, and
the importance of having rangers on the ground. 

“Nothing has changed on the land. It breathes and
sighs with the water level,” she says. And in many ways,
Janice does, too. She spends her winters volunteering
and giving slideshows about raising kids in nontradi-
tional environments, but it is the ranger station and the
island on Cache Bay that she dreams about. “I’m so de-
fined by Cache Bay I don’t know who Janice is without
Cache Bay. I can’t put into words my love for that spot
on the earth. When I come around Cache Point on
Saganaga Lake and see my island, I just pass through a
magic curtain.”

Above: Sunset on Cache Bay. Left: Ranger Cabin and check-in station
located on Cache Bay, Sagagana Lake. Right: Cache Bay pictographs 
located in the westernmost terminus of Saganaga Lake. All photos 
courtesy of Timothy Eaton.



In the Words of a Quetico
Ranger

Janice Matichuk is about to begin her 29th
year as an interior park ranger for Quetico
Provinical Park. Stationed at the Cache Bay
Ranger Station on Saganaga Lake, she has a
unique take on life lived on the edge of
wilderness. 

On loving her job and home:
I’ve been at the Cache Bay Ranger Station for more
than half of the cabin’s life! (although there have been
two other ranger stations since 1915) My job as an inte-
rior station ranger is a fine fit for me. I love the job
with a passion, it’s as vital to me as breathing. I can’t
imagine my life without Cache Bay.

On being the first line of support for ca-
noeist in trouble: 
I thought I would remember all the canoe rescues I’ve
done. Not! People continually remind me of their
brushes with wind and waves that caused them to be
topsy turvy in the frothy water of Sag or Cache Bay. For
many campers returning to Quetico each year is a must-
do. I’ve learned that several have a Quetico scrapbook!
They remember everything because that one trip each
year is such an important part of their life. 

“Remember when you had fourteen of us in your
cabin?”...no. 

“Remember when you saw us being driven by the
waves past your island, and you came roaring up in
your boat to help us?”...nope. 

“Remember when you used your generator-run
washing machine to wring out our sleeping bags and
clothes?’...Ya I remember that one. I thought I was
rather clever to think of using the washing machine in-
stead of hand wringing the water out of the tent,
sleeping bags and clothing.

At Cache Bay I used to see about 4,000 people a
summer and had many rescues. Age and memory are
challenging my recall! These days there are fewer
campers, so fewer rescues. Because they are dedicated
Cache Bay/Quetico campers, they’ve heard me say ‘stay
put on Hook Island and come in the next day’ if the
lake is rockin’ and rollin’. They know to be more cau-
tious ...as I say every orientation “better to be late for
your tow than leave in a body bag.” Perhaps I am
rather blunt but it gets the message across and the
campers learn to have huge respect for the elements.

On the importance of introducing youth to
the wilderness:
We are losing the youth. Most of the those canoeists I
call “Lifers”—who will continue to marvel in the seren-
ity of Quetico—were introduced to the outdoors by
their parents. Society has caused a blip in that practice.
Unless it’s off-the-wall, high-end extreme sports, the
youth today aren’t too interested. Sad that. We need to
treasure the natural world, respect it and protect it.
Every once in a while it is so fun to see campers at my
desk who were once little kids, now 10 years later com-
ing to Quetico with their friends. So it can happen folks!

On visiting Quetico:
I find that there are a few patterns with the canoeing
public. Those that will paddle every year to the same
area to revisit old campsites, see how big the trees have
grown and go to the favorite fishing hole (the one that
no one else knows about). Those that want a circle
route. Those that want new areas unexplored by them-
selves. Those that are now a tad tired and sore but still
want the solitude of a Quetico experience so ask about
one good campsite for the entire trip. We are all
unique and can be delighted by many different camp-
sites and lakes...  What matters is that you get out
there and plunk yourself in the bush. Breathe it, hear it,
smell it, feel it, taste it, wander in it. You will get more
mileage out of stories about your Quetico trip than you
thought possible. And a good ranger can help you find
the right route for you. I hope I see you at my desk in
the bush, on the most beautiful island anywhere. Come
to Cache Bay and say ‘hello, I read your article in
Wilderness News and am going to give it a go.’
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“What matters is that you get out there and
plunk yourself in the bush. Breathe it, hear
it, smell it, feel it, taste it, wander in it.”



When a group of campers from Camp 
Manito-wish YMCA approaches its first
campsite in the Boundary Waters Canoe
Area Wilderness or Quetico Provincial Park,
the counselors ask the group to pause on
the water. They’ll float in their canoes and
talk through everything that’s going to hap-
pen on land: how they’ll unload the canoes,
who will set up the tents, and who will
gather firewood. It’s a way to set expecta-
tions, but it’s also a key part of the
Manito-wish philosophy to transfer leader-
ship from counselor to camper. 

“When I talk to potential staff or campers, and hone
in on what makes our program different, it is our inten-
tionality with our leadership program,” says Ryan Wagner,
Wilderness Program Director at Manito-wish. “It’s all
about transfer of leadership between the leaders and the
participants, and we focus on that whether the kids are 10
or 18. It’s unique, and it’s intentional.”

Of course, that transfer of leadership looks different
for a 10-year-old than it does it does for a 17-year-old.
Wagner explained that counselors coach 10-year-olds
through everything that happens during the first couple

of days on trail. Gradually, however, a group will require
less coaching until everyone can land at a campsite and
know what to do without being told. By contrast, older
campers will take on specific leadership roles, acting as co-
leader for the day, checking maps, cooking meals and
making sure the group stays together while they paddle.
But at both ends of the spectrum it’s all about leadership,
and that’s true for all of the Manito-wish programs.

The only YMCA camp that also functions as its own
branch, Manito-wish serves 2,500 to 3,000 kids a year from
its camp in Boulder Junction, Wisconsin: 250 of those kids
go through their Outpost Program (the wilderness trip-
ping program), roughly 800 participate in the Residential
Camp Program, and 1,500 participate in the Leadership
Program, through which Manito-wish staff often take the
camp experience to them, putting on programming at
schools. And while the trips get progressively longer and
more remote, campers aren’t required to follow a specific
progression when they get started in the Outpost program. 

“If there is a progression, it’s through the Summer
Camp Program and into the Outpost Program,” Wagner
said. But up until the age of 15, they can join many of the
wilderness trips without being interviewed and without
being tracked (advanced and expeditionary trips that travel
to Canada and Alaska do require a certain level of experi-
ence at Manito-wish). All 10-year-olds start with canoeing,
but as they get older they can choose from backpacking
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Camp Manito-wish—Where Kids 
Try it, Change it, and Try Again
By Alissa Johnson

Canoeing through Quetico Provincial Park in Ontario. Right: Trail lunch in
northern Canada. All photos courtesy Camp Manito-wish YMCA.
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and kayaking, too. They’re also free to switch from one to
the other. Between the ages of 14 and 16, canoeing groups
start heading to the BWCAW and eventually Quetico, con-
tinuing a long-time Manito-wish tradition. The Canuck
Trip, an advanced, month-long trip for juniors and sen-
iors that now heads to Saskatchewan, got its start in
Quetico (legend has it that environmental writer Sigurd
Olsen outfitted those Manito-wish groups, and the names
of early Canuck leaders still adorn the camp’s canoes).

Today, the Boundary Waters and Quetico continue to
embody the camp’s leadership and wilderness philoso-
phies. “Our model is to get kids into the wilderness and
away from the distractions of everyday life,” Wagner says.
“When we take kids to the wilderness, we take kids two
steps back from everyday life. They get to camp here and
we take away cell phones and computers and things like
iPods, but they still have bathroom amenities and warm
meals cooked for them. We put them in the wilderness, and
it’s one more step back.” 

Freed from distractions, campers can delve into the
wilderness experience and truly grow as individuals in a
safe and supportive group. Wagner explained that one of
the camp’s mottos is ‘Try it. Change it. Try again.’ Kids don’t
have to succeed at something on the first try. They can
make a mistake, reassess the situation, change their ap-
proach, and try again—all with the support of their
counselors and fellow campers. 

“The Boundary Waters and Quetico play right into
that,” Wagner says. “There’s not a pontoon boat, there are no
motors for the most part. They’re not hearing motors crank

up and fisherman flying around trying to hit the hot spots.
Kids can delve into the experience without distractions.”

The ‘Try it. Change it. Try again.’ motto is yet an-
other facet of Manito-wish’s focus on leadership,
exemplifying many of the core attributes that Mantio-
wish has identified as essential to leadership: humility,
adaptability, and resourcefulness, among others. Cer-
tainly attributes essential in life. 

To learn more about Camp Manito-wish
YMCA and the ways it can teach your 
child the attributes of leadership, visit 
www.manito-wish.org.

Left: Western Backpacking trip in Wyoming’s Wind River Range. 
Right: Canoeing through the wilds of northern Saskatchewan, Canada.
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QUETICO SUPERIOR FOUNDATION
BOARD MEMBER PROFILE

Please tell us what your involvement with the

Quetico Superior Foundation means to you: I

think it is important to protect the few remaining

places that are still relatively untouched. I

appreciate being on the QSF board because I can

be involved in that process. Through our grants

and mission we help preserve the wilderness areas

in the Quetico-Superior region and through our

newsletter we can educate folks on that specific

area and broader environmental issues. 

What other ways have you been active in the

Quetico-Superior region? I am a paddler. I take

10-12 day trips and have spent over 400 days in

Quetico Provincial Park over some 30 years. We

started taking teenagers—our kids, nieces,

nephews, and their friends—and over the years I

have exposed dozens of people (mostly teenagers)

to Quetico. They are our ambassadors of tomorrow

who will carry on the mission of protecting this

unique area. Through actual experience on

extended trips people gain an appreciation for the

area and the concept of wilderness that cannot be

learned any other way. I am also involved with

Wilderness Inquiry, a wonderful organization that

exposes people from all walks of life, many with

disabilities, to wilderness adventures including the

Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness

(BWCAW) and Quetico. 

What is the most pressing issue you see in the

region today? Today it is the mining issue with the

environmental effects of sulfides affecting water

quality in the BWCAW/Quetico region. The comic

strip character Pogo said, “We have met the enemy,

and he is us.” People want to live and work in this

wonderful area but therein lies the risk of spoiling

it for future generations. It is a constant balancing

act for the Quetico-Superior region in the 21st

Century. 

What’s one of your favorite memories from the

Quetico-Superior region? I have never had a bad

day in Quetico. My favorite memories are

watching teenagers change during a 12-day canoe

trip. A wonderful relationship/communication

develops during a long trip without cellphones,

TV and the “distractions” of modern life. It is

rewarding to watch teenagers gain self-confidence

from that timid first day to thinking they can do

anything on the last! I have been lucky to have

great canoeing partners, and to have made friends

at Prairie Portage and Ely. Fishing, shore lunches,

blueberry pies, head winds on Agnes, cooking over

wood fires, sleeping under the stars on fall trips,

the sound of rain on the tent during an afternoon

nap, Ely Steam Bath….the list of good memories

doesn't end.

What’s your favorite area in the Quetico-Superior

region?  It is all terrific, but nothing beats Kawnipi.

John Case
Board member since: I’d guess I’ve been on the

QSF board for 25 years.
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Forest Service Wages War on
Wilderness Weeds
by Greg Seitz

The Superior National Forest is spearheading an effort

to stop the spread of weeds into the Boundary Waters

Canoe Area Wilderness.

For the past six years, Forest Service crews have been mapping out where

invasive plants are growing in the Boundary Waters, and pulling them up

by hand as much as possible. Those methods are not enough, according

to the agency, and it’s now proposing to use herbicide to eradicate

weeds in the wilderness.

Ecological invaders
There are 14 species of invasive plants known to be in the Boundary Wa-

ters. Three are top priority targets, each for their own reasons.

Purple loosestrife is the most invasive threat, while Canada thistle is

more widespread. Jack Greenlee, Superior National Forest plant ecolo-

gist, says he has seen how quickly Common tansy spreads outside the

BWCAW, and with the fact that it is only in four known places in the

wilderness, he thinks it’s imperative to jump on it as quickly as possible.

Where diverse native plant communities now grow, these invasive

plants could take over. 

“It’s less tangible, but natural quality is definitely susceptible to im-

pacts from invasives,” Greenlee says. Invasive plants could move the

wilderness “...away from ecosystem processes that have always func-

tioned there.” 

Invasive species to
look for

• Buckthorn

• Purple loosestrife

• Leafy spurge

• Garlic mustard

• Spotted knapweed

• Canada thistle

• St. John’s wort

• Common tansy

• Oxeye daisy

• Orange and yellow

hawkweeds

• Plumeless thistle

• Eurasian water milfoil

• Tatarian, Morrow’s, and

Bell’s honeysuckle

A Forest Service employee pulling oxeye daisy. 

A large infestation of Common tansy at a campsite on Disappoinment Lake. All photos
courtesy Superior National Forest.



A tipping point
“We’re in relatively good shape,” Greenlee says. 

A total of about 1,100 known weed sites add up to just 14 acres

in the 1.1 million acre Boundary Waters wilderness. 

However, left unchecked, these plants could fundamentally

change the wilderness ecosystem, from its iconic rock outcrops to

the plentiful wetlands.

Hand-pulling weeds requires at least annual visits to an infested

site to eradicate non-native plants, and with a species like Canada

thistle, which has a wide and shallow root system, it’s nearly impossi-

ble to permanently remove it from a site with just pulling.

This relatively small problem, and its potential to become much

larger, is just why Greenlee says it’s time to act. “We need to catch this

stuff now,” he says.

What to do
Greenlee and his colleagues believe a more aggressive approach is

needed to minimize the impact of invasive plants in the Boundary Wa-

ters. The Forest Service’s proposal would use herbicides on the 14 acres

of known invasive infestation, and allow for another 40-60 acres of

treatment for sites that might emerge in the next decade.

A draft Environmental Impact Statement for the proposal was re-

leased for public comment earlier this year. Herbicides have previously

been used in western wildernesses, including the Bob Marshall, Frank

Church-River of No Return, and Selway-Bitterroot.

Restraint and caution are key parts of the plan, as the wilderness

is intended to be as unmanaged by humans as possible.

“We’ve designed the project to use different application tech-

niques depending on where we are,” Greenlee explains. “If we’re

close to the water’s edge, we use a sponge to wipe herbicide onto the

leaves of invasives so there is less risk of drift that might get herbi-

cides into the water.”
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Forest Service plant ecologist Jack Greenlee
demonstrates how long the root of Canada
thistle is. 

Purple loosestrife. 

Spotted knapweed. 



Farther from the water, a backpack pump applicator could be used,

with workers trained to ensure the spray lands on the plant they’re try-

ing to reach.

The chemicals that would be used were selected based on their low

toxicity to humans and wildlife, and the low application rates required.

They would be transported in water-tight containers with rubber gas-

kets to prevent spills, or sinking. “If a canoe capsizes, the chemicals

will be bobbing along in a waterproof barrel,” Greenlee says. 

Unwitting accomplices
This human intervention is a response to human actions. Invasive

plants can only get into the wilderness a few ways. It’s not a coinci-

dence that most infestations are seen at campsites and portages.

“I think the biggest way new species are moving into the BWCAW

is through recreational use,” Greenlee says. “Visitors come from all

over, they may not be thinking about it. Maybe they are working in

their garden or taking a walk in a park. They come with mud on boots

and unknowingly transport Garlic mustard seeds.”

Weeds have also become common at entry points, and visitors

might set their packs or gear down on them while they get ready to

launch, and pick up seeds. While visitors bringing in seeds from home

is hard to control, Greenlee says things like entry point infestations is

something the Forest Service can control, and they have been actively

trying to eliminate invasive species at the landings.

But while visitors have aided the spread of invasives, they can also

help prevent further infestation. Educating and engaging wilderness

users is a big part of the Forest Service’s plans, alongside pulling and

herbicides. Learn more about how you can help in the sidebar.

Preservation preparation
The Forest Service proposal is nearing its final stages. The agency is

working on responding to comments it received on the draft EIS and

hopes to have a final decision by late summer, with implementation

beginning soon after, or next spring at the latest.

While treatment will be focused at first on the 14 acres of known

sites, the proposal’s inclusion of a plan to treat more infestations that

might be found is key. Canada thistle seeds are spread by the wind,

and infestations have already been found in areas burned by recent

wild fires. The project will give the Forest Service the ability to respond

rapidly to new sites like those.

All of this is meant to preserve the natural biodiversity of Min-

nesota’s boreal forest. 
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How you can help

Learn to identify 
invasive plants

Report infested 
sites to the Superior 
National Forest

Clean all your gear 
thoroughly before trips
to the wilderness

Pick up a copy of the booklet
Non-Native Invasive Species in
the Border Lakes Region,
which includes photos and
descriptions of all common
invasive plants and includes
a postcard to report infesta-
tions. 

Available at most Superior
National Forest ranger sta-
tions and some outfitters, or
download it here:
http://bit.ly/NNISbooklet
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