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Introduction 

Cat Island is located in Ross Lake within the Ross Lake National Recreation 
Area. The island is less than a fifth of a mile across at its widest point and heavily 
utilized by Park visitors. It contains four campsites and the convenient dock makes it a 
popular boating destination on the lake. Cat Island is a dry site composed of glaciated 
rock with little soil development and located in the rain-shadow of the western 
mountains. 

The island campgrounds of 
Ross Lake are particularly 
vulnerable to degradation from 
human impacts. 
Visitors arrive by boat and, without 
more distant destinations to hike to, 
explore all corners of the islands. 

Extensive foot traffic on 
Cat Island has resulted in the 
destruction of vegetation and 
increased erosion. In 2002 SEEC 
funded a North Cascades National 
Park (NOCA) mapping project 
documenting these impacts. A 
2005 comparison revealed that 
the network of informal 'social 

Figure 1: An example of sparsely vegetated ground at Cat Island 

trails' and bare ground areas have been steadily expanding. In many areas it was 
impossible to identify where the main trail was. This begs the question, "How do we 
welcome park visitors to enjoy Cat Island without destroying it in the process?" On Cat 
Island we are combining classic restoration techniques with new approaches and 
educational outreach to convince visitors to adopt low-impact behaviors. 
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Project Narrative: 

Between 1999 and 2006 FERC-funded work on Cat Island stabilized the eroding 
shoreline and improved campsites by defining and reinforcing the tent pads. This 2006 
SEEC project allowed N O C A to begin revegetating bare ground and addressing Cat 
Island's network of trails. NOCA's first task in this restoration was to use previously 
gathered information about visitor travel patterns to determine which trails should be 
kept, maintained and improved and which should be closed. Essential trails include 
those connecting campsites, the dock, the toilet facilities, those circling the island and 
accessing the lake shore, and those going to irresistible destinations such as the island's 
highest points. To help visitors recognize and use established trails they were delineated 
by lining them with logs or rocks. 

The trails that were judged to be unnecessary were then blocked off and 
'disappeared.' In some restoration areas the disappearance of social trails is as simple as 
obstructing the path entrances but to discourage unwanted foot traffic on sparsely 
vegetated Cat Island the entire trail had to be covered up. Trail blocking was done using 
dead trees gathered from the forested areas on the island. Wood used included already 
fallen trunks as well as hazard trees which could often be pushed over with minimal 
effort. Many of the Lodgepole Pine trees on Cat Island are naturally approaching the end 
of their life spans and the large number of dead trees on the island gave the crew an 
ample source of materials for their trail work. 

Denuded areas were revegetated using plants grown in the nursery and from the 
direct application of seed collected in 2006 and scattered and raked into these areas. A 
particular effort was taken to plant former social trails and to line the edges of approved 
trails in places where the 
path was previously 
unclear. 

To accomplish this 
work, N O C A recruited 
volunteers from the 
Student Conservation 
Association (SCA), the 
Boy Scouts of America, 
the Youth Conservation 
Corps (YCC), Project 
Wild, and the North 
Cascades Institute Canoe 
Camp. The help of 
visitors was obtained by 
direct contact as the work 
was being done and 
the posting of an 
information notice that Figure 2: A NOCA Crew member plants Oregon Grape at Cat Island 
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explained the purpose of the project. In addition signs were posted asking visitors to help 
water recent shoreline plantings using the provided watering cans. This saves N O C A 
staff the effort of watering these plants; more importantly, perhaps, it encourages a sense 
of stewardship in the large community of frequent Ross Lake visitors. 

Accomplishments and Results 

• N O C A staff and volunteers blocked, disguised and planted 1,280 feet of 
trail. This should facilitate erosion control and allow the revegetation of a 
substantial area of bare ground now protected from visitor impacts, 

• Approximately 700 feet of trail were improved. Improvements included 
better delineation of the approved trails using logs and rocks, removal of 
branches and 
debris obstructing 
the path and 
planting and 
seeding the trail 
edges. 

• Approximately 
2,000ft sq of bare 
ground in and 
around the 
campground was 
delineated using 
natural objects 
and revegetation 
was initiated. 
N O C A staff and 
volunteers planted 
300 native plants 
that had been grown from seed collected earlier in the surrounding area. 
These included Baldhip Rose, Serviceberry, Mock Orange, Vine Maples, 
Oregon Grape, Oceanspray, and grasses and sedges that are found 
naturally on Cat Island. 

• Over 27 ounces of seed from 15 different species were collected and 
planted throughout the restoration areas. Plant species used included 
Salal, Yarrow, Chocolate Lily, Oregon Grape and Bitter Cherry. In all, 
planting and seeding was done for 9,160 square feet of bare ground. 

• N O C A members collected several ounces of Pinegrass {Calamagrostis 
rubescens) seed that was direct seeded on Cat Island or planted in the 
Marblemount Native Plant nursery. Several flats of this will be 
transplanted to Cat Island in the spring of 2007and the rest will be nursery 
grown to aid N O C A botanists in their ongoing research on pinegrass 
propagation. The 2006 work has helped N O C A staff to develop 
techniques that will aid in growing this grass for later projects. 

• NPS staff and volunteers produced an information handout to educate 

Figure 3: Local Student and Y C C member collects seed at 
Cat Island. 
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visitors and to make them more conscious about their impact on the Cat 
Island. The information will be posted on the campground bulletin board 
and presented to visitors who obtain camping permits for Cat Island. 
Over 70 volunteers were recruited to help in the seed collection, planting, 
and trail work at Cat Island. These included 5 SCA's, 2 YCC' s , and 37 
Project Wild participants, plus Boy Scout and Canoe Camp groups, 
coming from a wide variety of backgrounds. The Y C C ' s were local 
students already familiar with the area and the work being done here. The 
Project Wild 
crewmembers were 
all current Seattle 
residents (many of 
them immigrants 
from other nations) 
who were selected 
chiefly because 
they had had little 
exposure to nature 
prior to this 
experience. Other 
volunteers traveled 
from as far away as 

Figure 4: Project Wild volunteers learn about lichen Michigan, 
Massachusetts, and 
Virginia, bringing with them their own skills and experiences to the Cat 
Island project. Throughout the work there was lively discussion and 
sharing of a wide variety of perspectives on the Cat Island work and 
restoration work in general. 

Conclusion 
Cat Island is an environmentally fragile area that is heavily impacted by visitors 

and the restoration work accomplished through this project is necessary and important. 
Other campgrounds on Ross Lake, particularly those on Tenmile Island and Cougar 
Island, undergo similar damage every year. It is for this reason that the education of 
visitors and volunteers is such an important part of the Cat Island project. 

The National Park Service does not have the means to restore every delicate 
environment that park users frequent; it is essential that the users themselves be made 
aware of their impact on the land and the actions they can take to reduce and mitigate 
their impacts. By educating and enlisting visitors as stewards we are developing an 
informed, environmentally conscious and involved community of users. This will do far 
more to protect and preserve Ross Lake and the North Cascades wilderness than Park 
Service staff can accomplish working alone. At Cat Island, as in all their restoration 
work, the N O C A team makes an extensive effort to bring in and educate the people 
responsible for shaping the future of the Park and of our nation's environment as a whole. 
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