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Abstract

Two hundred years ago, when explorer David Thompson travelled 
through what is now Quetico Provincial Park, fur traders from 
Lower Canada and the U.S.A. were informally defining a future in-
ternational border that would divide a natural forest region. Seven 
decades after the 1829 border treaty, conservationists would begin 
to lever pieces of the landscape from the extractive matrix to cre-
ate the contiguous oases of Quetico Provincial Park, the Boundary 
Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCA), and Voyageurs National 
Park.  They comprise almost 1 million ha, arguably the largest such 
area in North America outside of the far North. Though these three 
areas share a biophysical region, the international border bisects 
them, and a province, a state, and several agencies administer them. 
However, there is active formal and informal co-operation between 
managers of the three. The parks and their dependent communities 
vary distinctly. For instance, Ely in the BWCA, and Atikokan near 
Quetico have radically different economic needs, and government 
budgets for research are much larger for the US parks than for 
Quetico. Thus, in an era of prolonged Canadian government fiscal 
restraint, Quetico’s research requirements are being augmented by 
a vibrant informal coalition of interests that includes the Quetico 
Foundation, the Friends of Quetico, Ontario Nature, the Legacy 
Forest centred on Lakehead University, and the University of Wa-
terloo. These complement a thriving American NGO sector serv-
ing the needs of the BWCA and Voyageurs National Park. In this 
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climate there are growing needs and opportunities for co-operation 
across a border that is, to nature at least, a human artifice.       

Three Parks in Two Countries, Under Three 
Agencies and Two Levels of Government

The frontier between Canada’s province of Ontario and America’s state of 
Minnesota is a fascinating and challenging place in which to manage pro-
tected areas. This geographic centre of North America encompasses a cluster 
of protected areas on both sides of the Canada-U.S. border: Canada’s Quetico 
Provincial Park, and the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW 
or BWCA) and Voyageurs National Park in the U.S.A. We shall argue that they 
share sufficient similarities to be considered as a single region, but they also 
exhibit differences that might be more easily resolved if they were managed 
in a more co-ordinated fashion. Important management and research activities 
can be enhanced by recognizing this natural unity.  

Quetico Provincial Park, a huge designated wilderness, abuts the Boundary 
Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCA) to the south, situated on U.S. federal 
land (Figure 1). The BWCA is embedded in the Superior National Forest, and 
the United States Department of Agriculture Forest Service runs both of these.  
To the west of the BWCA lies the Voyageurs National Park, run by the U.S. 
National Parks Service of the Department of the Interior. The core of this huge 
contiguous protected area totals nearly 1 million ha in aggregate, thus encom-
passing two nations, a provincial government, a state government, and several 
management agencies (Table 1). The greater area including the Quetico Supe-
rior National Forest is more than 2.5 million ha, arguably the largest such area 
in North America outside of the far North. Kutas et al. (2002) have termed this 
shared area the Northwoods Wilderness Frontier. 

Anybody living here before European contact must have perceived this area 
not as a frontier between nations, but as a single region. Throughout the area, 
hard, ancient Laurentian Shield rock has been reduced to a peneplain by quater-
nary glaciations, and smeared with eskers and moraines. Glacial Lake Agassiz 
once flooded most of the area, and a myriad of modern deep lakes and shallow 
wetlands is seen throughout. The soils are mostly thin, light, and podzolic with 
a surface layer of loess on the uplands, and organic soil in any wet hollow. The 
climate is universally continental, with frigid winters and relatively cool sum-
mers, but there is a gradual increase in warmth to the south and increased pre-



Parks Research Forum of Ontario 9

Three protected areas divided by a common history

18



































Figure 1. The Northwoods Wilderness Frontier.

Table 1. Jurisdictional framework of the  Northwoods Wilderness Frontier 
protected areas.

Protected Area Area (ha) Nation Province/State Managing 
Agency

Level of 
Agency

Quetico Provincial 
Park

475 782 Canada Ontario Ontario Parks 
(Ontario Ministry 
of Natural Re-
sources)

Provincial

Boundary Waters 
Canoe Area Wil-
derness (BWCA)

327 957  U.S.A. Minnesota U.S. Forest Ser-
vice (USDA)

Federal

Voyageurs Na-
tional Park

88 371  U.S.A. Minnesota U.S. Department 
of the Interior 
(National Parks 
Service)

Federal

Aggregate area 892 110
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cipitation towards the east. Likewise the vegetation grades imperceptibly from 
boreal forest in the North to Great Lakes mixed forest in the south, with prairie 
remnants in the southwest reflecting a drier climate. The singular biophysical 
nature of the frontier area has been examined by Kronberg et al. (1998).

Within this broadly uniform biophysical matrix, it was natural that one group 
of pre-Columbian people, the Ojibwa (Chippewa), should inhabit most of the 
area and follow a single hunting and gathering lifestyle. By using canoes on 
the network of lakes and rivers, they moved freely throughout the area, and 
often far beyond. However, with the exception of the Rainy River, none of the 
above remotely informs or influences the modern international boundary.  

When explorer and mapmaker David Thompson charted the waterways on 
both sides of the present border in 1804, fur traders from Lower Canada (Que-
bec), Britain and the U.S.A. were already competing to dominate this natural 
region. The Hudson’s Bay Company fur traders from Britain were accessing 
the area from the arctic coast of modern Ontario. More important in this con-
text, Thompson’s Northwest Company in Montreal depended on controlling 
this area. Every spring, their heavily laden canoes laboured west along the 
newly thawed shores of the upper Great Lakes to the head of Lake Superior.  
Other brigades loaded with furs paddled east from numerous posts in the far 
interior, converging along the Rainy River before arriving at Grand Marais or, 
in later years, at Fort William (Thunder Bay). This halfway point on Lake Su-
perior was the site of the great ‘Rendezvous’, the social pivot around which the 
otherwise tedious year revolved, and where the furs and manufactured goods 
were exchanged. 

From the upper reaches of the Mississippi, Jacob Astor’s American Fur Com-
pany and other American fur traders were also penetrating the region, intent 
on establishing a north-south axis (Haeger, 1991). Thus Americans and fu-
ture Canadians contended for boundary waters that were key both to fur trade 
wealth and to access much of the western continent. The eventual border treaty 
of 1818 shared the Rainy River, setting the stage for today’s divided ecologi-
cal region. However, the border situation remained ill-defined until the 1842 
Webster-Ashburn Treaty which permitted citizens of both countries to cross the 
border and use portages on both sides without limits or duties. This provision, 
designed to facilitate travel along the length of the border, unwittingly set the 
framework for today’s north-south cross-border recreational canoeing.    
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Several towns on Lake Superior grew from early fur trading posts. Fort Wil-
liam and Port Arthur (memorialised at Old Fort William in Thunder Bay) be-
came the entrepot for the Canadian trade, while Grand Marais in Minnesota 
(Grand Portage National Monument) was the parallel American centre. 

From the 1890s the focus of the economy changed from gathering furs to ex-
traction of timber. The original water routes were eventually replaced by rail 
lines, laid in nationalistic fashion, and thus reinforcing the east-west border ef-
fect. Development was further accelerated by development of iron ore deposits 
on both sides of the border, with production exported through Lake Superior to 
the east. After World War II in particular, a new paved road network paralleled 
the previous rail connections (e.g., Ontario’s Highway 11 which follows the 
CNR rail line). All the new institutions, from native treaties to timber berths 
to rail lines, tended to reflect and reinforce trade and national influences that 
had created the border. In later years, the presence of the three protected areas 
obliged the road network to go around them rather than directly across the 
border and this, too, reinforces the east-west border effect. 

Seven decades after the 1842 treaty, conservationists began to lever fragments 
of landscape from the extractive matrix to create the oases of Quetico (1913), 
the BWCA (Superior National Forest 1909, BWCA 1978), and Voyaguers Na-
tional Park (1971). New pieces are still being added such as La Verendrye Pro-
vincial Park Reserve (18 280 ha) and a recent Nature Conservancy purchase 
on the Pigeon River. Likewise, Grand Portage State Park in Minnesota (113 
ha) was added in 1989. In addition the boundary waters were declared a heri-
tage waterway in 1996 by the Canadian government (CHRS, nd.). 

Differences Between the Three Protected Areas

The three protected areas and their dependent communities vary distinctly, and 
this is nowhere better illustrated than by Ely in the BWCA and Atikokan near 
Quetico.

Ely, a former mining town, has been economically re-invigorated in the last 
decade by outfitters, outdoor stores, artisans, restaurants and hotels. This com-
munity has been dramatically successful in its transition from mining to a vi-
brant tourism economy, which is aided by its proximity to the conurbation of 
Minneapolis-St. Paul. Ely services the Boundary Waters, Quetico and a grow-
ing market of local cottages and retirement homes.
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Atikokan, the equivalent service point for the northern edge of Quetico Park, 
also suffered after its two iron mines closed by the early 1980s (Suffling, 
2003), and currently faces serious challenges in the forest industry as well as 
the threatened closure of its coal-fired power plant. Atikokan is much further 
from major cities than is Ely and it has a much smaller cottage/retirement 
home catchment. All of these pressures shrank the population from 4,043 in 
1996 to 3,632 in 2001 (Statistics Canada census figures). Though Atikokan 
has worked diligently to promote itself as the ‘Canoeing Capital of Canada’, 
support for tourism is not universal and the town’s efforts have not proven as 
successful as those of Ely. For some residents, the park is still a negative pres-
ence that prohibits most motor boats and restricts logging.

Principal among numerous factors contributing to this economic situation are 
the logistics of tourist access (Suffling, 2003). Between 75 and 78% of Quetico 
visitors were non-residents in the years 2001-2004 and the vast majority of 
these were Americans. Likewise, in the same period, between 56 and 59% of 
visitors entered the park form the Prairie Portage and Cache Bay entry points 
on the U.S. border (Quetico Park, 2004). Those who do enter Quetico through 
Canada are obliged to undertake a long drive around Quetico. Many of these 
are so called ‘Pork and Beaners’ who bring their supplies with them, spend 
most of their time wilderness tripping in Quetico Park, and buy little in town.  
Further, Atikokan faces severe challenges relating to lack of infrastructure, 
such as a scheduled air service, and dearth of capital. Options to limit Quetico 
camping permits to Canadian outfitters are also severely constrained by provi-
sions of the North American Free Trade Agreement, so that most of the tourism 
revenue attributable to the park accrues to entrepreneurs on the American side 
of the border.

The conservation milieu also varies distinctly in the three parks. Because most 
usage of these areas comes from the U.S., the environmental pressures are 
much more severe on that side of the border. Consequently one sees recurring 
political tussles on the U.S. side concerning permissible types, locations and 
intensities of activity (Duncan and Proescholdt, 1999). The management chal-
lenge here is to regulate the number of visitors in the face of overwhelming 
demand, and to prevent the area from being ‘loved to death’. However, Voya-
geur and Boundary Waters have vastly more staff, money and resources than 
Quetico, and so they can be much more active in addressing environmental 
deterioration. For instance, hardened campsites are common in the BWCA and 
Voyaguers but absent in Quetico. Similarly, Voyageur and Boundary Waters 
have been active in maintaining and restoring early cabins and warden patrol 
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huts whereas Quetico has knocked most of these down in an effort to enhance 
and maintain wilderness conditions. Thus conservationists jealously guard the 
relatively pristine nature of Quetico, but the challenge for the Canadian tour-
ist industry is to increase regional economic activity. Current efforts focus on 
stimulating shoulder season visitation in spring and especially fall, as well as 
developing the winter activities that are so popular in the two U.S. areas.

The three parks are staffed and supported differently. Quetico, with the small-
est number of visitors (Table 2), is unique in having a financial surplus that 
reflects a small payroll dictated by a small budget, as well as much higher user 
fees.

Table 2. Visitation in the Northwoods Wilderness Frontier protected areas.

Protected Area Visitation

BWCA ca. 200,0001

Quetico Provincial Park 17,971 (2001)2

Voyageurs National Park 249,853 (2001)3

1Boston, pers. com., 2004. Total annual users.
2Quetico Park (2004). This statistic is for backcountry users and does not include roadside campers at 
the French Lake Camp Ground.
3Uhler (2003)

Likewise, BWCA and Voyageurs have substantial research budgets whereas 
Quetico has virtually none. All three areas have active organisations looking 
out for their conservation interests – The Quetico Foundation and The Friends 
of Quetico Provincial Park in Canada, and The Friends of the BWCA, the 
Quetico-Superior Foundation and The Friends of Voyageurs National Park in 
the U.S.A.). The style of these organizations has been distinctly affected by 
their histories. The Quetico Foundation, established in 1954, has been closely 
involved with promoting wilderness designation and controlling timber ex-
traction. In contrast, recreational activities (including motor boat use) were 
already entrenched in 1978 when the BWCA was declared. As a result the 
focus on the Canadian side has been on retaining true wilderness while, south 
of the border, the issue has been to re-establish wild areas. As with government 
funding, the budgets of the conservation organisations differ by orders of mag-
nitude between Quetico and the American protected areas. 
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The activities and tourist economy of Voyageurs National Park differ from 
the other two areas. While Voyageurs National Park shares snowmobiling 
popularity with parts of the Superior National Forest, it is a centre for house 
boat rentals on Rainy Lake and it has less canoe tripping activity. As with the 
BWCA and Quetico, it draws most of its visitors from the United States, es-
pecially from the Minneapolis-St. Paul area. The park is picturesque, has first 
class facilities, operates on a no fee basis, and is relatively little known and 
used by the public.

A final important difference between the three protected areas is that Ontario 
Parks has a much stronger political direction to earn revenue. As a result, fees 
are much higher and, arguably, lower income people are discouraged both by 
fees and remote location. In the U.S., access to wilderness tends to be regarded 
more as a national birthright. This sacred trust in the U.S.A. results in lower 
fees and higher tax revenue support. The government model for Quetico is to 
charge U.S. visitors a substantial fee to generate profit. The Ontario resident is 
welcome to use the park too, and Ontario benefits from the conservation value, 
which is increasingly being defined as the primary goal (e.g., Ontario Parks, 
2004). Tourism and related revenue seem irrelevant to the U.S. areas.  For in-
stance, Canadians could use Voyageurs National Park at no cost, but virtually 
none do so.

Common Management Interests 

Though these protected areas are divided between two national governments, 
a province, a state, and several agencies, there is active formal and informal 
co-operation between them.

The so-called ‘Independence Day Blowdown’ of July 4, 1999 serves as an inter-
esting illustration. This violent cold front disrupted about 193 000 ha of forest 
in Minnesota (Superior National Forest, 2004) and also substantially affected 
the southern interior of Quetico. The storm left huge fuel loads arising from 
blow-down in forests on both sides of the border with consequent mutual con-
cerns about fire. Current management thinking indicates a series of prescribed 
fires to reduce fuel, to promote desirable forest regeneration and to generate 
regional scale impediments to fire spread. The difficulty for the BWCA lay in 
the legislated demands of the environmental assessment (EIA) process as well 
as the complications posed by inholdings of private land (USDA, 2001). The 
Canadian regulatory environment was more flexible in this respect, allowing 



Parks Research Forum of Ontario 15

Three protected areas divided by a common history

the first prescribed burn, at Emerald Lake, to proceed in October 2002. This, 
in effect, served as a demonstration project for the U.S. authorities and interest 
groups, enabling their EIA process to proceed with more certitude. 

Conversely, much larger budgets in the U.S. areas have allowed considerable 
research on the blow-down (e.g., see list in Gilmore, 2004), with benefits for 
managers on both sides of the border. The smaller volume of Canadian mate-
rial was concentrated on the prescribed burn sites alluded to above (e.g., Bev-
erly and Martell, 2003). 

Similarly, dogsledding could benefit the Atikokan tourist economy, but it has 
impacts. Little research has been conducted on the environmental impact of 
this activity but dogs do create volumes of faeces and require hay bedding.  
Sledding has been popular for years in the U.S. parks but almost unknown in 
Quetico, so that the Canadian park can benefit from U.S. experience.

Managers in each jurisdiction try to reach beyond the silos of their respective 
organisations. During 2003 and 2004, for example, they undertook to share 
GIS data despite technical and administrative barriers. Fire management is 
well integrated. Water levels on impounded major border lakes are set through 
the International Joint Commission. This body has recently been considering 
combining the International Lake of the Woods Board of Water Level Control, 
International Rainy/Namakan Lake Board of Water Level Control and the In-
ternational Rainy River Pollution Board into one regulatory body (Minnesota 
Pollution Control Agency, 2001).

Most BWCA users also visit Quetico, and differing rules can prove confus-
ing for these folk. For instance, aircraft cannot fly below 4,000 feet over the 
BWCA while, over Quetico, altitude is unregulated but planes cannot land. 
Thus efforts are being made to co-ordinate otherwise confusing regulations. 
The BWCA and Quetico already have the same canoe party size limit, so that 
no one has to be left behind at the border.

The three protected areas share another common interest in tourism, yet, until 
recently, they have marketed their products quite separately. Efforts are now 
under way to co-ordinate activities, as in the ‘MOMs way’ (Anon., nd.) circle 
route through Minnesota, Ontario and Manitoba. Nevertheless, differences re-
main, because BWCA has less interest in tourism, and this area has enough 
resident users, whereas Quetico has a strong interest in promoting the industry.  
The differing perspective on tourism is perhaps what most separates Voyageur 
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and Quetico Parks from the Boundary Waters Wilderness Area. In the U.S. 
context, managers do not have to be as concerned about wilderness area us-
age.

Much more research has been conducted on the American side of the border, 
for reasons of accessibility, national focus, and especially funding. Some of 
these studies have proven to be classic works that have pervaded the North 
American research community generally (e.g., Heinselman, 1973). Quetico 
has benefited substantially from this adjacent research but lacks a critical mass 
of researchers to contribute a comparable body of ideas and information. There 
are no research stations in Quetico like the Wilderness Research Foundation 
station in Ely, and there is a general dearth of information that will stimulate 
further research activity. For instance, there has been no good set of GIS infor-
mation until recently, and up-to-date vegetation maps are still in preparation. 

Ontario Parks has primary responsibility for government funded research in 
Quetico but a loose coalition of other agencies has an interest in this park as 
a ‘control’ landscape to compare with commercially exploited forests. These 
interests include the Science and Technology Transfer units of the Ontario 
Ministry of Natural Resources, and the Canadian Forestry Service. However, 
such activities are characteristically episodic, as with the burst of activity fol-
lowing the large Fire 141 of 1995.

The modest government funding for basic monitoring and research on Quetico 
has been augmented for several decades, and especially in the last ten years, by 
the Quetico Foundation. This small, non-profit group has an interest in wilder-
ness and particularly in Quetico. It established the Ridley Library in Quetico, 
published a number of monographs on the park, and has sponsored archaeo-
logical and vegetation monitoring activities. The Friends of Quetico organisa-
tion has also supported research in the park, particularly on archaeology. The 
University of Waterloo has directed many students toward projects in Quetico, 
and Atikokan High School’s innovative program in GIS has undertaken many 
projects. Ontario Nature (The Federation of Ontario Naturalists) Volunteer for 
Nature Program has also begun to support research in Quetico. 

From the U.S. side, the Wilderness Research Foundation has contributed to re-
search in both Boundary Waters and Quetico, while the Nature Conservancy of 
Minnesota has a major research project that models fire behaviour and vegeta-
tion change. Quetico is also a key park of the Border Lakes Study Area for the 
Joint Fire Studies network (see list of work in Gilmore, 2004). A further major 
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research initiative, The Legacy Forest, has been co-ordinated by Lakehead 
University of Thunder Bay and over a dozen other partners. This project seeks 
to answer how the commercial forest east of Quetico responds to harvest, but 
it uses unlogged Quetico as a control area. This activity includes acquisition 
of high-resolution remote sensing data for the whole of Quetico, which may 
encourage integration of a range of research.

Some non-government initiatives on the Canadian side of the border are be-
ginning to elicit considerable interest in the U.S. as cost-effective programs 
with potential for engaging the general public. In particular, the youth-based 
Quetico Foundation Summer Program is being examined as a model for U.S. 
educational programs.

Discussion

The concept of managing protected areas across boundaries is hardly new 
(Breymeyer et al., 1996; Hamilton, 1996; Danby, 1997). In fact, the notion 
of shared national interests in this area dates to the late 1930s or early 1940s 
when Quetico-Superior Foundation members in Minnesota promoted an inter-
national treaty that would have seen BWCA and Quetico managed as a single 
international park. The idea ran into political problems, mostly with the Cana-
dian government. 

With more intensive research and management, the shared interests and dif-
ferences along the border are more relevant than ever, but the institutional and 
political climate for co-operation is doubly complex. Not only must managers 
and researchers contend with the vagaries of political fashion on both sides 
of the border, but issues like the North American Free Trade Agreement com-
plicate the administration of fees and tourism activities. Further, the ‘war on 
terrorism’ and its implications for border security tend to have a chilling effect 
on radically innovative approaches to formal co-operation.

Thus, for the foreseeable future, we have two nationally based park systems 
that are used and funded to substantially differing extents. During prolonged 
government fiscal restraint in Canada, Quetico’s research requirements are be-
ing addressed, not only by Ontario Parks, but also by an informal coalition 
of interests that includes the Quetico Foundation, the Friends of Quetico, the 
Federation of Ontario Naturalists, the Legacy Forest at Lakehead University, 
and the University of Waterloo. The current discussions about new parks leg-
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islation for Ontario imply that the research and monitoring role of the On-
tario government may be strengthened in future (Ontario Parks, 2004). These 
Ontario activities complement thriving U.S. government programs and the 
American NGO sector serving the needs of the BWCA and Voyageurs Na-
tional Park. However, research output has been overwhelmingly nationally 
based, and relatively little activity bridges the U.S.-Canada border. Thus the 
way forward seems to be in:

1) developing common information bases for the three areas, particularly in 
GIS but also in metadata;

2) informal and low-level management co-operation to identify and tackle 
shared interests, challenges and tensions;

3) development of shared research programs and funding; and,
4) monitoring, fund raising and lobbying involvement by an international 

public that uses, shares and loves all three areas indiscriminately.

In this climate there are growing needs and promising opportunities for co-op-
eration across a border that is, to nature at least, a human artifice!
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