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Executive Summary 

Aquatic invasive species (AIS) pose a significant threat to the ecological integrity, recreational 
value, and economic vitality of the Adirondack region. For more than two decades, the Upper 
Saranac Foundation (USF) has led sustained efforts to prevent, control, and manage AIS in 
Upper Saranac Lake (USL) and its connected waters. Through long-term commitment, adaptive 
management, and targeted diver-assisted hand harvesting, USF has achieved exceptional success 
and is widely recognized as a regional leader in AIS management. 

USF’s comprehensive AIS program has played a critical role in restoring Upper Saranac Lake, 
supporting healthy aquatic ecosystems while maintaining high-quality recreational opportunities. 
Notably, Upper Saranac Lake was the site of the first whole-lake AIS control program in the 
Adirondacks, establishing a management model that continues to inform regional best practices. 

The Upper Saranac Lake Aquatic Invasive Species Management Project (USLAISMP) is a core 
component of USF’s broader watershed protection strategy. This integrated program combines 
AIS prevention, monitoring, control, and public education to limit the introduction, spread, and 
reestablishment of invasive species. USF remains committed to the long-term protection of water 
quality and ecological resilience throughout the watershed. 



Key Findings and Accomplishments 

Target Species: Management efforts focused on the only two known aquatic invasive plant 
species present in Upper Saranac Lake: Eurasian watermilfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum; EWM), 
first detected in 1996, and variable-leaf watermilfoil (Myriophyllum heterophyllum; VLM), first 
documented in Lower Fish Creek Pond in 2014. Both species are among the most widespread 
and ecologically disruptive aquatic invasive plants in the Adirondacks. 
 
Long-Term Management Success: Since 2004, USF has implemented continuous AIS 
management in Upper Saranac Lake, expanding in recent years to key tributaries. Diver-assisted 
hand harvesting has proven highly effective in restoring ecological conditions while maintaining 
property values and supporting recreational use throughout Upper Saranac Lake watershed.  
 
Management Area: The geographic scope of this report includes Lower Fish Creek Pond 
downstream of the Fish Creek Public Campground at the Route 30 bridge, the full extent of 
Upper Saranac Lake, to the outlet at Bartlett Carry Dam. 
 
Operational Efficiency: USF has steadily improved program efficiency without compromising 
effectiveness. In 2022, USF transitioned from contracted AIS services to employing and 
supervising its own dive team, improving consistency, oversight, and cost control. 
 
Harvesting Effort: In 2025, USF devoted 813 diver work hours to AIS harvesting in Upper 
Saranac Lake, a minimal decrease from 850 hours in 2024. 
 
Biomass Removed: A total of 165 pounds of milfoil (65 pounds EWM and 100 pounds VLM) 
were removed in 2025, compared to 63 pounds in 2024 and a low of 45 pounds in 2023. The 
increase was driven primarily by variable-leaf watermilfoil, with 2025 marking the first year in 
which VLM removals exceeded EWM. 
 
EWM Distribution Trends: Of the 39 lake management zones, 17 are currently considered 
Eurasian watermilfoil (EWM)–free, with no detections for four or more consecutive years—an 
improvement from a period when all but one zone contained EWM. Despite this long-term 
progress, 2025 data show increased growth in 10 of the remaining 17 zones, with the number of 
plants harvested rising from 546 in 2024 to 897 in 2025.   
 
VLM Expansion: Variable-leaf watermilfoil (VLM) was detected in 11 of the 39 management 
zones and remained primarily concentrated in the central portion of Upper Saranac Lake. 
However, VLM increased substantially in both abundance and distribution, with the number of 
plants harvested rising from a low of 85 in 2023, to 279 in 2024, and to 851 in 2025. Increased 
growth was documented in 10 of the 11 affected zones. 
 
Harvest Efficiency Trends: Historically low pounds and plants removed per diver hour 
demonstrate long-term success in controlling AIS. While 2025 showed an increase in both 
metrics, values remain well below pre-2020 levels and reflect targeted removal of low-density, 
widely dispersed plants rather than large infestations. 
 



Emerging Management Implications: Increased pounds and plants removed per diver hour in 
2025 indicate that AIS growth is beginning to outpace current management efforts. Higher 
poundage relative to plant counts suggests plants are becoming larger and more mature, 
reinforcing the need for increased management hours to reverse the recent upward trend. 
 
Cost Efficiency:  USF has substantially reduced AIS management costs while maintaining 
effective control. Annual expenses declined from projected levels of $100,000–$150,000 when 
the program was first initiated. The decrease is driven by reduced dive time and the transition to 
an in-house dive team. Since intensive management began, milfoil harvests have decreased from 
20 tons in 2004 to 165 pounds in 2025, while diver costs per littoral acre dropped from $446 to a 
near-record low of $35.37. However, recent increases in pounds and plants removed per diver 
hour indicate renewed growth pressure and may require additional management effort to sustain 
long-term control. 
 

Introduction 

The mission of the Upper Saranac Foundation (USF) is to preserve, enhance, and protect the 
natural beauty, environmental quality, and recreational value of the Upper Saranac Lake 
watershed. This mission directly aligns with the goals of the Upper Saranac Lake Aquatic 
Invasive Species Management Project (USLAISMP), which focuses on addressing the ongoing 
threat posed by aquatic invasive species (AIS). Through targeted, science-based hand-harvesting 
and long-term monitoring, the project works to protect both privately and publicly owned waters 
and shoreline resources throughout the watershed. 

The geographic management area addressed in this report extends from downstream of the Route 
30 bridge, including Lower Fish Creek Pond, and encompasses the entirety of Upper Saranac 
Lake to its outlet at the Bartlett Carry Dam. This interconnected system represents a critical 
management area due to its high recreational use and hydrologic connectivity. 

In 2004, USF initiated an intensive, multi-year AIS control effort in response to widespread 
Eurasian watermilfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum; EWM) infestations across the 5,200-acre Upper 
Saranac Lake. During the first year alone, approximately 20 tons of EWM were removed. Since 
that time, sustained annual maintenance harvesting and monitoring have dramatically reduced 
EWM abundance, transforming it from a dominant invasive species to a relatively rare 
component of the aquatic plant community. 

Long-term monitoring conducted by the Adirondack Watershed Institute (AWI) at Paul Smith’s 
College has documented this significant improvement. AWI reported that, “where once AIS was 
a significant nuisance on Upper Saranac Lake, AIS populations are almost non-existent.” The 
Upper Saranac Lake Limnology and Water Quality Report (2017) noted that Eurasian 
watermilfoil was present in only 1 percent of the 588 study segments surveyed in August 
(Laxson, Yerger, Faverau, & Kelting, 2018). By 2019, AWI surveys detected no AIS in any 
study segments within Upper Saranac Lake (Laxson, 2019), underscoring the long-term 
effectiveness of USF’s sustained management approach. 



Upper Saranac Watershed 
 
Upper Saranac is a 49,504-acre watershed located in Franklin County, New York. The 
watershed, dominated by forest cover, forms the headwaters of the Saranac River, one of the 
main tributaries to Lake Champlain. Upper Saranac Lake (USL) is the largest body of water in 
the watershed. The lake is a 5,200-acre lake that drains into Middle and Lower Saranac Lakes. 
There is 47 miles of shoreline along Upper Saranac Lake and 1,200 acres of littoral zone (where 
plants can grow). 
 
Approximately thirty percent of the shoreline is in State ownership and there are approximately 
600 private properties along the shore. Major access points to USL are the DEC Boat Launch at 
Saranac Inn, Fish Creek and Rollins Pond State Campgrounds, the DEC Fishing Access Site at 
Indian Carry, Bartlett Carry, and the Weller Pond Carry. Upper Saranac Lake is also served by a 
private boat livery and numerous private launches.  
 
Upper Saranac Lake supports both a warm water and cold-water fishery and is equally valued for 

its exceptional 
aesthetic value. 
The user 
population of the 
lake includes a 
large number of 
tourists, non-
resident - second 
home owners, a 
growing retired 
population, local 
area residents, and 
a number of 
summer youth 
camps. Fish Creek 
Public 
Campground, with 
over 300 shoreline 
sites, has direct 
water access to 
USL. USL is a 
popular destination 
for recreational 
canoeists and 
boaters, and is 
considered a prime 
destination for 
recreational 
activities in the 
region. 

Project Location 
 



Methodology 
 
Project data were collected, maintained, analyzed, and presented to accurately document, 
evaluate, and interpret aquatic invasive species (AIS) management activities. Detailed 
documentation of AIS locations and quantities removed provides a strong longitudinal record, 
allowing for year-to-year comparison and assessment of management effectiveness. This 
ongoing evaluation enables the Upper Saranac Foundation (USF) to adapt and refine 
management techniques and reporting methods to improve outcomes over time. 

In collaboration with its dive team, the New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation (NYSDEC), and the Adirondack Park Agency (APA), USF developed and 
implemented protocols that minimize impacts to lake users, follow best management practices, 
and achieve lasting ecological benefits. 

Aquatic Plant Surveys: Aquatic plant surveys and monitoring were used to evaluate the 
effectiveness of hand-harvesting efforts by comparing AIS abundance and distribution before 
and after management activities. Surveys documented milfoil distribution, identified new or 
expanding infestations, and established a qualitative baseline for long-term aquatic plant 
community records. The resulting dataset supports adaptive management by guiding 
prioritization, tracking progress, and assessing the efficacy of control techniques in a consistent 
and repeatable manner. 

Comprehensive surveys were conducted throughout the growing season. Visual assessments 
were performed using surface-spotting techniques from motorboats and stand-up paddleboards, 
supplemented by sonar detection using a Lowrance ELITE-7Ti Chartplotter sonar unit and Arc 
GIS mapping systems (Appendix B). 

Survey observations 
were conducted using 
either grid-search or 
serpentine patterns, 
beginning at the 
shoreline and extending 
to depths of up to 18 
feet. Using these 
methods, AIS locations 
were mapped with GPS 
and documented using 
ArcGIS mapping 
systems. Weights and 
lobster buoys were 
deployed to mark milfoil 
locations, assisting 
divers in accurately 
locating and removing 
plants.                                                                           Lobster Buoy marking milfoil plant location 



Independent Monitoring: Beginning in 2004, the Upper Saranac Foundation (USF) contracted 
the Adirondack Watershed Institute (AWI) to provide independent monitoring, evaluation, and 
reporting of AIS control efforts. The primary objective was to assess the effectiveness of hand 
harvesting Eurasian watermilfoil (EWM) by analyzing current and historical milfoil abundance 
across established underwater study transects. 

Data collected through this program were highly effective in evaluating the efficacy of USF’s 
AIS management during the early and intermediate phases of control. However, as management 
success increased and plant densities declined, transect-based monitoring became less effective 
at detecting remaining low-density infestations. By 2019, AWI surveys detected no AIS, despite 
continued confirmation of scattered EWM presence through USF management records. As a 
result, this monitoring approach was determined to no longer accurately represent AIS conditions 
in Upper Saranac Lake, and the transect monitoring program was discontinued in 2020. 

Poundage and Plant Counts: USF currently evaluates management effectiveness by tracking 
both the poundage and number of AIS plants removed on a daily and annual basis. Plant biomass 
is estimated based on the percentage of filled mesh bags, with each full bag weighing 25 pounds. 
This method is consistent with historical USF practices and standard protocols used by AIS 
harvesting programs throughout the region. 

In addition to recording biomass, the dive crew documented the number of plants removed and 
their locations using GPS mapping (Appendix A). In lakes with low-density infestations such as 
Upper Saranac Lake, plant counts provide a more precise metric for assessing management 
outcomes than poundage alone. 

Harvesting Operations: Beginning in 2022, USF assumed direct responsibility for AIS 
harvesting operations by hiring, training, and supervising its own dive team. This transition 
significantly reduced operational costs while improving efficiency and management oversight.  

Prior to 2022, harvesting 
services were contracted 
through Invasive 
Solutions Dive Company 
(ISDC) and Aquatic 
Invasive Management 
(AIM). Also beginning 
in 2022, USF expanded 
operations by 
contracting its dive team 
to assist with AIS 
management in other 
waterbodies outside the 
Upper Saranac Lake 
watershed, further 
offsetting program costs. 

Diver removing Eurasian watermilfoil plant– Photo: Meg Modley 
 



Harvesting efforts prioritize removal of young plants to minimize fragmentation and reduce the 
risk of secondary spread. Special attention was given to areas surrounding and downwind of 
recent harvesting sites, where regrowth and fragment establishment are most likely. 

Multiple follow-up visits were conducted in areas with a history of recurring AIS growth to 
ensure thorough control. Harvesting priorities were guided by buoy markers placed by the 
Executive Director, known regrowth hotspots, and locations with a high likelihood of new 
infestations. 

Divers utilized Hookah surface-supplied air systems, allowing two to four divers to harvest 
simultaneously. Eurasian and variable-leaf watermilfoil were removed by hand, including the 
root systems, and placed directly into mesh bags underwater. A surface support tender assisted 
with fragment retrieval, bag collection, and boater notification. Traditional “Diver Down” flags 
and additional safety navigation buoys were deployed.  

At the start of each field season, harvesting focused on shallow-water areas and locations with a 
history of AIS, as invasive plants emerge earlier in warmer, shallow waters and AIS is more 
easily identified at early growth stages. As the season progressed, efforts shifted to deeper-water 
sites with known historical infestations and to systematic searches for new outbreaks. During 
calm conditions, surface observations were used to locate plants, maximizing efficiency. 

Documentation and Mapping: Comprehensive documentation and mapping of harvested 
locations were conducted using GPS and GIS-based data collection tools. These records captured 
the spatial extent, species composition, density, and timing of AIS removals, creating a detailed 
historical dataset. This information has proven critical for tracking long-term trends in infestation 
patterns, identifying areas of recurring growth, and evaluating the effectiveness of management 
actions over time. The mapped data also informed adaptive management decisions by guiding 
diver deployment, prioritizing high-risk or previously infested areas, and supporting early 
detection of new outbreaks. Collectively, this documentation serves as a foundational resource 
for future AIS management planning, performance evaluation, and reporting to stakeholders.  

Aquatic Invasive Species Harvesting Summary 
 
AIS Pounds Removed: Since the initiation of intensive AIS management in 2004, total milfoil 
poundage in Upper Saranac Lake has declined dramatically. In 2025, a total of 166 pounds of 
milfoil were removed, consisting of 66 pounds of Eurasian watermilfoil (EWM) and 100 pounds 
of variable-leaf watermilfoil (VLM). This marked the first year in which VLM removals 
exceeded those of EWM. 
 
Although current levels remain far below historical highs (3,800 pounds harvested in 2010), 
recent data show an upward trend. Total removals increased from a record low of 45 pounds in 
2023 (38 pounds EWM; 7 pounds VLM) to 63 pounds in 2024 (34 pounds EWM; 29 pounds 
VLM), and then more than doubled to 166 pounds in 2025. While overall AIS abundance 
remains low relative to past conditions, the recent increase, particularly driven by VLM 
expansion, is cause for concern and underscores the need for an increase in responsive 
management. 



 

AIS Plant Counts: Beginning in 2015, in addition to poundage removed divers also began 
recording the number, species, and locations of individual AIS plants. This plant-count tracking 
approach provides a more precise measure of AIS abundance and management effectiveness 
when infestation densities are low, as is currently the case in Upper Saranac Lake. 

Consistent with long-term declining trends in biomass removed, the total number of plants 
harvested has decreased significantly over time. However, similar to recent increases observed in 
poundage, the number of plants removed has risen over the past two years. Plant removals 
increased from a low of 814 plants in 2023 (729 Eurasian watermilfoil [EWM] and 85 variable-
leaf watermilfoil [VLM]) to 825 plants in 2024 (546 EWM and 279 VLM), and then to 1,748 
plants in 2025 (897 EWM and 851 VLM). This represents an approximate 112 percent increase 
from 2024 to 2025, signaling a recent reversal in previously declining trends and underscoring 
the need for continued monitoring and targeted management, particularly for VLM. 

 
 



AIS plant count by zone over time: For tracking purposes, the lake is divided into 39 zones. 
Plant harvests are tallied daily and are compared yearly for each of the zones. 
 

 

 



Eurasian watermilfoil: Of the 39 lake management zones, 17 are currently considered Eurasian 
watermilfoil (EWM)–free, with no detections for four or more consecutive years—an 
improvement from just six EWM-free zones in 2021. At one point, all but one of the 39 zones 
had EWM present. Despite this long-term progress, 2025 data indicate a concerning resurgence 
in the remaining zones. The number of EWM plants harvested increased from 546 in 2024 to 897 
in 2025, and the number of zones exhibiting increased EWM presence rose from four to ten. The 
most significant concentrations were documented in Pelky Bay, likely reflecting an infestation 
that went undetected during the 2024 survey season. These findings underscore the ongoing need 
for vigilant monitoring and rapid-response management. 

 

USL EWM Harvests by Site by Year Eurasian Watermilfoil Decrease No Change Increase Eradicated
Site Name Site # 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
Back Bay 1 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 0
Saranac Inn Point - Marlboro Club 2 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
College Row 3 0 15 0 0 149 5 0 0 0 0 0
Tommys Rock & Dry Island 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
North Basin -Markham Point 5 44 305 1009 341 377 21 0 6 8 1 0
Goose Island - Rock Pile 6 30 57 20 15 17 2 0 0 0 0 0
Green Island Rock Pile 7 1 14 9 1 171 6 2 0 0 0 0
Green Bay - Moss Rock Point 8 0 9 5 0 18 0 0 0 0 0 0
South Markham point - Square Bay 9 31 212 422 92 64 16 15 13 20 6 72
Square Bay South to Buck Island 10 78 82 91 80 8 6 0 4 15 0 16
Little  Square Bay 11 1327 1427 1690 910 499 283 400 279 211 99 69
Buck Island 12 478 442 913 287 277 88 324 89 134 121 3
Buck Island Bay 13 25 252 167 271 26 10 2 2 0 4 0
Butternut Pt. Bottle Bay Whitney Pt. 14 21 175 266 269 60 7 39 12 11 0 1
Saginaw Bay 15 104 617 504 146 44 66 41 11 21 24 0
Fish Creek Bay 16 72 176 35 34 22 11 4 1 2 1 0
Fish Creek Channel 17 34 2 0 4 9 0 0 0 0 0 0
Lower Fish Creek Pond - Spider Creek 18 291 152 122 260 136 337 420 166 25 138 13
Pork Bay 19 437 172 162 56 30 15 23 20 9 2 0
Narrows West 20 2 31 14 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Narrows East 21 0 30 11 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
Birch Point to Gull point 22 4 25 117 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0
Gilpin Bay 23 253 160 146 30 68 15 22 1 9 1 5
Eagle Island - 2 Rock Piles 24 88 74 39 15 2 0 5 17 2 0 4
Lilly Bay 25 40 27 68 60 29 4 0 0 0 0 0
Pelky Bay 26 88 26 6 77 0 0 0 32 23 4 469
Gull Bay Connector 27 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Bungalow Bay 28 59 17 40 40 1 9 0 46 37 2 28
South Gull Bay 29 256 406 116 59 56 14 46 13 26 6 1
Deer Island 30 123 107 72 10 27 35 23 64 27 19 12
Doctors Island - area 31 132 74 130 11 1 0 0 0 0 0 39
Birch Island  - area 32 57 27 4 20 2 3 1 0 0 0 0
Bull Point - Sekon Point 33 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Bartlett Carry Bay 34 23 13 41 50 25 0 0 54 31 1 5
Sekon Point, Wenonah to Panther Pt. 35 388 276 179 55 81 4 0 58 40 7 135
Chapel Island 36 0 94 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
East South Basin - Bartlett Carry Bay - 37 130 82 58 21 8 2 38 0 0 32 1
Corey Island 38 28 29 3 1 94 0 0 0 0 0 0
South Basin 39 421 559 314 80 117 68 174 5 78 78 24
Total Number of Plants Harvested 5074 6170 6776 3295 2426 1028 1579 893 729 546 897



Variable-leaf watermilfoil: Variable-leaf watermilfoil (VLM) was detected in 11 of the 39 
management zones with the greatest concentrations in Lower Fish Creek Pond. With the 
exception of a small, new outbreak of seven plants in Pelky Bay and four in the north basin, 
VLM remains primarily confined to the central portion of Upper Saranac Lake. Despite this 
spatial concentration, VLM increased substantially in both abundance and distribution, with 
plants harvested rising from 85 in 2023 to 279 in 2024 and 851 in 2025. The number of affected 
zones expanded from four in 2023 to six in 2024 and to eleven in 2025, with increased growth 
documented in 10 of the 11 affected zones during 2025. 

 

USL VLM Harvest by Site by Year Variable-leaf milfoil Decrease No ChangeIncrease Eradicated
Site Name Site # 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
Back Bay 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Saranac Inn Point - Marlboro Club 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
College Row 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Tommys Rock & Dry Island 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
North Basin -Markham Point 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4
Goose Island - Rock Pile 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Green Island Rock Pile 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Green Bay - Moss Rock Point 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
South Markham point - Square Bay 9 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 1
Square Bay South to Buck Island 10 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Little  Square Bay 11 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Buck Island 12 0 9 1 5 2 10 1 0 0 0 0
Buck Island Bay 13 0 0 2 34 3 2 6 1 0 0 364
Butternut Pt. Bottle Bay Whitney Pt. 14 0 0 7 2 9 0 4 0 0 2 2
Saginaw Bay 15 0 0 0 0 0 4 37 2 16 21 48
Fish Creek Bay 16 63 19 36 41 77 22 54 3 1 6 16
Fish Creek Channel 17 553 112 163 284 290 58 10 10 4 29 32
Lower Fish Creek Pond - Spider Creek 18 1861 523 217 1372 536 181 92 180 64 220 368
Pork Bay 19 0 0 0 0 1 4 0 0 0 1 8
Narrows West 20 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Narrows East 21 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Birch Point to Gull point 22 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Gilpin Bay 23 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Eagle Island - 2 Rock Piles 24 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Lilly Bay 25 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Pelky Bay 26 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7
Gull Bay Connector 27 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Bungalow Bay 28 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
South Gull Bay 29 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Deer Island 30 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Doctors Island - area 31 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Birch Island  - area 32 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Bull Point - Sekon Point 33 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Bartlett Carry Bay 34 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Sekon Point, Wenonah to Panther Pt. 35 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Chapel Island 36 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
East South Basin - Bartlett Carry Bay - 37 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Corey Island 38 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
South Basin 39 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
Total Number of Plants Harvested 2477 664 426 1739 921 283 204 196 85 279 851



Dive harvest/hour comparison: 

Diver harvesting operations began on June 2 and concluded on September 24, 2025. During this 
period, a total of 813 diver hours were devoted to aquatic invasive species (AIS) removal on 
Upper Saranac Lake, representing a slight decrease from 2024, when 850 diver hours were 
logged. 

Because annual diver effort varies, total poundage and plant counts removed also fluctuate from 
year to year. To allow for meaningful year-to-year comparisons, the Upper Saranac Foundation 
(USF) evaluates performance using consistent metrics—specifically, the average pounds and 
number of plants removed per diver hour. This standardized approach allows for an “apples-to-
apples” assessment of AIS density and control effectiveness over time. 

With few exceptions, the consistently low averages of pounds and plants removed per hour over 
the past decade reflect the long-term success of the dive program and demonstrate that AIS 
populations remain largely under control. Although the time and cost invested may appear 
disproportionate to the amount of AIS removed, lower removal rates per hour are a positive 
indicator of success. As infestations decline and remaining plants become sparse and widely 
dispersed, divers must spend more time locating and removing isolated individuals. 

While 2025 shows an unwelcome increase in both pounds and plants removed per hour, these 
levels remain well below those observed during the early years of invasive species management 
in Upper Saranac Lake. Nevertheless, the recent upward trend is concerning, particularly with 
respect to variable-leaf watermilfoil.  

USL Average Lbs. and Plants Removed/ hr. Yearly Comparison 
Year Dive Hrs. Lbs. removed Lbs./hr. Plants removed Plants / hr. 
2016 1,680.00 367 0.2185 6,834 4.0679 
2017 1,680.00 364 0.2166 7,202 4.2869 
2018 1,680.00 316 0.1881 5,034 2.9964 
2019 1,680.00 290 0.1726 3,514 2.0917 
2020 1,500.00 109 0.0726 1,311 0.874 
2021 1,380.00 125.7 0.0911 1,783 1.292 
2022 897.5 44.6 0.0497 1,089 1.2134 
2023 804 45.3 0.0563 814 1.0124 
2024 850 63.6 0.0748 825 0.9706 
2025 813 165.5 0.2036 1,748 2.1501 

 
 
 



 

In 2025, both the number of plants and total biomass harvested per diver hour increased, with 
poundage rising more sharply than plant counts. This pattern indicates that plants encountered 
were larger and more mature than in recent years, increasing the risk of fragmentation and 
spread. While overall effort levels remained effective, these findings suggest accelerating growth 
and highlight the need to expand management hours to remain ahead of the growth curve and 
reverse the recent increase in plants and biomass detected. 

It is important to note that a single outbreak of mature Eurasian watermilfoil in Pelky Bay 
disproportionately influenced 2025 metrics. This infestation—likely missed during the 2024 
management season—skewed both poundage and per-hour removal data and underscores the 
importance of continued intensive monitoring and rapid response to prevent isolated outbreaks 
from driving broader system-wide trends. 
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Cost: Over time the USF has reduced diver time and expenses of harvesting without 
jeopardizing control. While initial 2003 estimates anticipated an annual AIS maintenance budget 
to be between $100,000 and $150,000. The cost of management is now significantly lower with 
2020 being the first year that the USL-AIS budget was under $100,000. The significant decrease 
from years prior to 2022 can attributed to two factors; the reduction in dive timed, and the USF 
hiring and managing its own dive team.   
 

 
 

Density Levels and Cost per Acre: 
Average AIS density within the littoral zone (areas ≤15 feet in depth where plants can grow), 
along with diver cost per acre, is another key metric used by the USF to evaluate management 
effectiveness. Since intensive management began, the amount of milfoil harvested has declined 
dramatically—from 20 tons in 2004 to just 165 pounds in 2025. Correspondingly, diver 
operating costs per littoral acre have decreased from $446 in 2004 to a near-record low of $35.37 
in 202. However, the recent increase in pounds and plants removed per diver hour suggests 
accelerating growth and will likely necessitate additional diver hours to remain ahead of the 
growth curve, which may increase future costs per littoral acre. 
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AIS Harvesting Operational Costs for Upper Saranac Lake

Yearly Cost Pounds Removed

Year 2004 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
AIS removed 20 tons 290 lbs. 109 lbs. 126 lbs. 44.6 lbs. 45.3 lbs. 63.6 lbs. 165.5 lbs.
Annual Cost $535,000 $104,250 $86,875 $79,925 $40,880 $40,200 $42,500 $42,439

Cost/ Littoral acre $446 $87.00 $72.00 $67.00 $34.07 $33.50 $35.42 $35.37

                        AIS harvesting cost per acre on Upper Saranac Lake  - 1,200 littoral acres



 
 
 
Conclusion  

The Upper Saranac Lake Aquatic Invasive Species Management Program (USLAISMP) 
continues to demonstrate that long-term, data-driven management can successfully suppress 
aquatic invasive species while protecting ecological integrity, recreational value, and local 
economic interests. More than two decades of sustained effort by the Upper Saranac Foundation 
(USF) have resulted in dramatic reductions in invasive plant biomass, substantial improvements 
in operational efficiency, and the restoration of Upper Saranac Lake to low-density or AIS-free 
conditions. 

Despite this long-term success, 2025 data underscore the dynamic nature of aquatic invasive 
species management and the importance of continued vigilance. Variable-leaf watermilfoil 
(VLM) increased markedly in both abundance and distribution, surpassing Eurasian watermilfoil 
(EWM) removals for the first time. This trend is likely driven by continued propagule pressure 
from the Fish Creek Public Campground tributary. While VLM has a slower growth rate, its 
reduced visibility from surface surveys complicates early detection, allowing plants to mature 
before intervention. 

In response, USF implemented enhanced containment and management actions in 2025 within 
the NYSDEC Public Campground tributary. These targeted efforts are expected to reduce 
downstream transport into Upper Saranac Lake in future years and illustrate the program’s 
adaptive management approach. The ability to quickly identify emerging threats, adjust 
priorities, and deploy resources strategically remains a defining strength of the USLAISMP. 

While the observed increase in pounds and plants removed per diver hour in 2025 is a concern, 
these values remain well below levels documented earlier in the program and reflect the realities 
of managing low-density, widely dispersed infestations rather than large-scale outbreaks. 
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Importantly, increased biomass relative to plant counts suggests that some plants are reaching 
greater maturity before detection, reinforcing the need for sufficient management effort to 
remain ahead of the growth curve. Maintaining or modestly increasing diver hours will be 
critical to preventing further expansion and protecting the substantial gains achieved to date. 

Equally notable is the program’s sustained cost efficiency. Through refined methodologies and 
the transition to an in-house dive team, USF has reduced AIS management costs to a fraction of 
early projections while maintaining effective control. This balance of fiscal responsibility and 
ecological stewardship positions the program as a regional model for long-term invasive species 
management. 

Success in Upper Saranac Lake is the result of consistent investment, careful monitoring, and 
adaptive response. The experience of other lakes where management efforts were reduced and 
invasives rebounded serves as a clear warning. Continued commitment to the USLAISMP is 
essential to preserving water quality, native habitats, and the character of the Upper Saranac 
watershed for future generations. 
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Appendix A – 2025 Harvest Locations 
 

 



 
 

 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 

 



Appendix B: Upper Saranac Lake Bathymetric Map 
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