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Executive Summary:  
This report summarizes data and program highlights from the 2025 Upper Saranac 
Watershed Stewardship Program, an integrated aquatic invasive species (AIS) spread-
prevention initiative designed to reduce the risk of AIS entering or leaving the Upper 
Saranac watershed. The program, operated by the Adirondack Watershed Institute 
(AWI) and supported by the Upper Saranac Foundation (USF), achieves this through 
direct inspection of watercraft, hand removal of plant and animal material, and public 
education to increase awareness of AIS threats and prevention practices. 
 
Key findings and accomplishments from the 2025 season include: 
 
1 The Upper Saranac Watershed Stewardship Program provided coverage at two 

NYSDEC public boat launches—Upper Saranac Lake at Back Bay and Fish Creek 
Public Campground—with an AIS decontamination unit stationed at the Back Bay 
launch. 

 
2 Across both launches, stewards provided 254 days of coverage, an increase from 

230 days in 2024. 

 
3 Stewards inspected 3,503 watercraft and educated 6,258 visitors on AIS ecology 

and spread-prevention practices, representing an increase from 2024, when 2,786 
watercraft were inspected and 5,274 visitors were reached. 

 
4 During the 2025 season, stewards intercepted 13 watercraft carrying AIS at either 

launch, prior to launching or upon retrieval. 

 
5 The percentage of boats found transporting AIS has remained low, typically 

averaging between 0.2% and 0.4%. In 2025, Fish Creek Campground experienced a 
modest increase to 1.1%, corresponding with an increase in the number of vessels 
intercepted with AIS upon retrieval (nine boats). 

 
6 Data collected at the Fish Creek launch indicate a 94% reduction in AIS detections 

on retrieved boats from 2016 to 2023, attributable to the Upper Saranac 
Foundation’s Fish Creek AIS Harvesting Management Project. While detections 
increased from a low of 0.4% in 2023 to 1.1% in 2025, rates remain well below pre-
management levels. 

 
7 Preventative behavior among boaters has continued to remain high. In 2025, an 

average of 91% of boaters demonstrated awareness of AIS spread-prevention 
practices prior to launching. 

 
8 The wide range of previously visited waterbodies reported by boaters—including 

many known to contain AIS—highlights the vulnerability of the Upper Saranac 
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watershed in the absence of Watershed Stewardship coverage and underscores the 
importance of continued inspection and education efforts. 

 
9 In 2025, stewards performed 202 hot-water, high-pressure AIS decontaminations at 

the Back Bay launch, reinforcing Clean, Drain, Dry practices and reducing the risk of 
AIS transport between waterbodies. 
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1 Project Introduction 
The Adirondack region contains globally significant wetlands, thousands of lakes and 
ponds, and more than 30,000 miles of rivers and streams. These high-quality water 
resources present both an opportunity and a responsibility for stewardship. The 
Adirondack Park protects nearly six million acres of forests, mountains, and waterways 
and attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors and seasonal residents annually. Aquatic 
recreation during snow-free months—including paddling, sailing, motor boating, 
swimming, diving, camping, and fishing—is a major draw. Visitors spend an estimated 
$1.2 billion each year, with nearly 70% participating in water-based recreation (Kelting 
2006). While economically important, these activities have also contributed to the spread 
of aquatic invasive species (AIS), now documented in more than 90 Adirondack lakes. 
 
AIS spread-prevention programs are a critical component of the Upper Saranac 
Foundation’s (USF) invasive species management strategy. Stewardship programs help 
reduce the inadvertent introduction of high-risk species such as water chestnut, hydrilla, 
quagga mussel, and round goby. Although the threat of AIS introduction remains 
significant, hundreds of Adirondack waterways still contain few or no invasive species, 
underscoring the importance of proactive, coordinated prevention efforts. 
 
Upper Saranac Lake (USL) is a 5,000-acre waterbody located in the Towns of 
Harrietstown and Santa Clara in southern Franklin County and is the sixth-largest lake in 
New York’s Adirondack Park. Its 47-mile shoreline includes both public and private 
lands. USL has two public motorboat launches: Back Bay at the northern end of the lake 
and the New York State Fish Creek Public Campground. Currently, two aquatic invasive 
plant species—Eurasian watermilfoil (Myriophyllum spicatum) and variable-leaf milfoil 
(Myriophyllum heterophyllum)—are present within the watershed. 
 
The Watershed Stewardship Program was first implemented on Upper Saranac Lake 
from 2001 to 2004 and was reintroduced by USF in 2014 with support from the Lake 
Champlain Basin Program (LCBP). In recent years, the NYSDEC Adirondack Park-wide 
Aquatic Invasive Species Prevention Program has provided primary funding for five days 
per week of coverage, with additional support from LCBP grants. 
 
In 2025, for the first time, supplemental USF funding was not required to maintain seven-
day-per-week coverage during the peak summer season, as well as weekend coverage 
from Labor Day through Columbus Day (Indigenous Peoples’ Day). 
 
Watershed Stewards operated at both public launches—Back Bay and Fish Creek 
Campground. During peak use periods and weekends, two stewards were stationed at 
Back Bay, with one conducting inspections and the other operating the decontamination 
unit. This report summarizes stewardship activities and accomplishments at both sites, 
which serve as major recreational access points for Upper Saranac Lake. 
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The program’s 
primary goal—
to prevent the 
spread of 
AIS—is 
achieved 
through careful 
inspection of 
watercraft 
entering and 
leaving the 
lake. Stewards 
engaged 
visitors 
throughout 
their shifts, 
inspected 
boats and 
equipment, 
removed plant 
and animal 
fragments when present, and provided education on AIS risks and prevention practices, 
including Clean, Drain, Dry. The USF-owned hot-water, high-pressure decontamination 
unit at Back Bay was used when appropriate. Stewards also collected detailed data for 
inclusion in Paul Smith’s College Watershed Stewardship Program’s annual summary 
report. 

 
 
2 Boat Launches 
Upper Saranac Lake at Back Bay: The Upper Saranac Lake State Boat Launch is 
located approximately one-half mile from Route 30 in Back Bay, accessed via County 
Route 46. In 2025, the Back Bay launch received a total of 126 days of Watershed 
Stewardship coverage. During this period, stewards interacted with 3,365 visitors and 
conducted 1,744 boat inspections. Notably, 91% of boaters using the launch 
demonstrated an understanding of aquatic invasive species (AIS) spread-prevention 
practices. 
 
Watershed Stewards intercepted three boats carrying AIS that intended to enter Upper 
Saranac Lake, including Eurasian watermilfoil, variable-leaf milfoil, and zebra mussel. 
Importantly, no boats retrieved from Upper Saranac Lake were found to be carrying AIS. 
These results provide strong evidence of the effectiveness of ongoing AIS management 
efforts and demonstrate that Upper Saranac Lake has been virtually eliminated as a 
source of outbound AIS. 
 
Watercraft launching at the site reported prior use on 68 different waterways. While the 
majority of boats were repeat visitors to Upper Saranac Lake and originated within the 
Adirondack Park, some traveled from as far away as Tennessee, Pennsylvania, and New 
Jersey. 

Adirondack Watershed Institute - Watershed Stewards are on duty to 
inspect boats and trailers at the Upper Saranac, Back Bay Boat Launch.  
 



Upper Saranac Watershed Stewardship Program 
 

 Page 6 of 18 
 

 
The highest launch-use pressure came from boats previously operated on Tupper Lake, 
Lake Champlain, Lower Saranac Lake, and Lake Flower—waterbodies known to harbor 
AIS—underscoring the importance of continued stewardship presence and inspection at 
this location. 
 

 
 
  

Fish Creek Pond Campground: The Fish Creek Pond Boat Launch is located within 
Fish Creek Pond Campground, off of Route 30. Fish Creek and adjoining Rollins Pond 
Campgrounds are the busiest campgrounds in the state with nearly 650 sites and 
190,000 average annual users, all with direct water access to Upper Saranac Lake.  
 
At the Fish Creek launch, there was a total of 128 days of stewardship coverage. 
Stewards interacted with 2,893 visitors and performed 1,759 boat inspections. 90% of 
boaters using the launch demonstrated an understanding of spread prevention 
awareness.  
 
Watercraft entering Fish Creek had previously visited 72 different waterways, reflecting 
the campground’s broad geographic draw, with boats arriving from as far away as Maine, 
Pennsylvania, and New Hampshire. Some of the highest use pressure comes from rental 
boats with unknown prior use histories, as well as vessels originating from the Salmon 
River, Raquette River, and St. Lawrence River—waterbodies known to contain multiple 
aquatic invasive species (AIS).  
 

 
 
Watershed Stewards intercepted a total of ten boats carrying AIS during the season. 
One vessel was identified prior to launching, while nine were detected upon retrieval. 
The launching vessel, originating from Lake Ontario, carried Eurasian watermilfoil. 

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
# of Coverage Days Unknown 114 122 131 102 122 125 101 123 118 126

# of Boats Inspected 1,215 1,605 1,713 1,862 2,082 2,609 2,190 1,184 1,733 1,712 1,744
% of Inspected Boats with AIS 0.5% 0.5% 1.5% 0.8% 0.3% 0.3% 0.3% 0.3% 0.5% 0.3% 0.2%

# of Previous visited 
Waterways 57 72 80 76 81 92 92 60 81 70 68

                                                  Watershed Steward Data - Upper Saranac Lake, Back Bay

Year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
# of Coverage Days Aprox 50 59 111 107 100 58 114 88 96 112 128
# of Boats Inspected 555 934 1,947 1,741 2,097 1,226 1,746 1,775 1,311 1,074 1,759

% of Inspected Boats with AIS 2.5% 3.6% 3.9% 0.7% 0.6% 0.6% 0.4% 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.6%
# of Previous visited 

Waterways 57 57 92 46 88 71 86 85 52 44 72

                                                  Watershed Steward Data - Fish Creek Campground Boat Launch
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Among boats retrieved from the Fish Creek launch, two contained Eurasian watermilfoil, 
six had variable-leaf milfoil, and one carried zebra mussels. 
 
The single interception involving zebra mussels upon retrieval is considered an outlier, 
as there are no known zebra mussel populations within the Upper Saranac watershed. 
The vessel had previously been used in the Hudson River, where zebra mussels are well 
established, and the organisms were most likely adhered to the watercraft prior to 
entering Fish Creek, either outside of steward coverage hours or without detection. 

 
Overall, nine boats—1.1% of the 827 vessels exiting the launch—were found to have 
AIS present. While detections have declined substantially since the Upper Saranac 
Foundation’s AIS management program began removing invasive plants from Fish Creek 
Ponds and areas around the boat launch in 2016, a modest increase has occurred over 
the past two years; nevertheless, detection rates remain well below pre-management 
levels. This pattern mirrors observations made by the Foundation’s dive crew during 
ongoing AIS management efforts in Fish Creek Ponds. 
 

 
 
Once considered a significant contributor to regional AIS spread, Fish Creek 
Campground can no longer be characterized as a major vector for AIS transmission. 
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Fish Creek Campground Boat Launch (Watercraft exiting the launch - Retrieval) 

Year 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

Inspections Performed 403 914 822 1104 611 786 785 570 453 827 

Boats Transporting AIS 29 56 11 12 7 5 4 2 3 9 

% Boats Transporting AIS 7.2% 6.1% 1.3% 1.1% 1.1% 0.6% 0.5% 0.4% 0.7% 1.1% 
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Decontamination Unit: To further protect Upper Saranac Lake and reduce the spread 
of aquatic invasive species (AIS), a hot-water, high-pressure decontamination unit was 
installed in 2017. Owned by the Upper Saranac Foundation and located at the NYSDEC 
Back Bay boat launch, the unit is part of a growing network of free, voluntary 
decontamination stations throughout the Adirondack Park. Installation was achieved 
through a collaborative effort among the Upper Saranac Foundation, NYSDEC, the 
Adirondack Park Invasive Plant Program, and Paul Smith’s College Adirondack 
Watershed Institute, with purchase funding provided by the Cloudsplitter Foundation. 
 
Operation of the unit requires additional staffing on busy days and weekends, with one 
steward conducting inspections and a dedicated decontamination technician performing 
treatments. Stewards use the unit to reinforce Clean, Drain, and Dry practices and to 
reduce the risk of AIS transport between waterbodies. 
 

 
AWI – Watershed Steward decontaminating a watercraft. 

 
In 2025, stewards performed 202 decontaminations. Annual usage varies considerably 
(154 decontaminations in 2024 and 391 in 2023, when the station was the most utilized 
non-mandatory decontamination site in the Adirondacks), reflecting differences in 
seasonal staffing personnel and their approach to encouraging voluntary 
decontamination.        
 
 



Upper Saranac Watershed Stewardship Program 
 

 Page 9 of 18 
 

3 Steward Special Projects  
Bass Tournaments: Cooperation between the Upper Saranac Foundation, NYSDEC, 
and bass tournament organizers has fostered a collaborative approach to scheduling 
and awareness of tournaments held on Upper Saranac Lake. On tournament days, 
Watershed Stewards arrive as early as 5:00 a.m. to welcome participants and conduct 
inspections. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Many tournament boats are transported frequently among multiple waterbodies, often 
arriving directly to Upper Saranac Lake from Lake Champlain—a waterbody known to 
host numerous aquatic invasive species that are not currently present in our watershed. 
To reduce the risk of AIS introduction, high-pressure, hot-water decontaminations were 
performed as needed to ensure the lake remained protected. 
 
Tournaments, which typically attracts more than 25 teams per tournament, competing for 
cash prizes, provides an important opportunity to emphasize AIS prevention. In addition 
to inspections and decontamination, stewards engaged participants in conversations 
about the risks posed by invasive species and practical actions boaters can take to 
prevent their spread. 
 

Bass tournament participants line up to access the boat ramp 
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4 Methodology 
Watershed Stewards were stationed seven days per week at both the Back Bay State 
Boat Launch and the Fish Creek Campground, generally from 7:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., 
with one hour allotted for breaks and lunch. Stewards were instructed to remain visible at 
the launch, observe and record basic information for each visitor group (e.g., group size, 
watercraft type, and time of visit), greet all boaters launching or retrieving, deliver a brief 
educational message, distribute outreach materials, and conduct courtesy boat 
inspections. Steward interactions were tailored based on vessel characteristics, visitor 
familiarity with AIS prevention, and prevailing environmental conditions. 
 
Each steward established a station that included an informational table, chair, sandwich-
board sign to alert visitors to their presence, and a tent for weather protection. Tables 
were stocked with brochures, handouts, identification guides, and other educational 
resources related to aquatic invasive species and spread prevention. Live plant samples 
and demonstration materials (e.g., Asian clam shells) were displayed at each station and 
proved effective in engaging visitors. Data were recorded digitally using iPads. Stewards 
wore blue reflective safety vests and name tags displaying the Adirondack Watershed 
Institute (AWI) Stewardship Program logo. 
 
Stewards provided interpretive information on AIS and administered a brief survey to 
boaters. Survey questions included the most recent waterbody visited within the previous 

Bass tournament participants prepare for an early morning mass start 
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two weeks and actions taken to prevent AIS transport. Observable data—such as group 
size, watercraft type, engine horsepower, and state of registration—were also recorded. 
All responses were entered into proprietary survey software on iPads and uploaded 
wirelessly to a central server for analysis by the Adirondack Watershed Institute. 
 
Courtesy inspections were conducted for all boats entering and exiting the launches. 
Visual inspections focused on propellers, outdrives, trailer bunks and axles, live wells, 
bilges, standing water areas, and other locations that could harbor AIS. Boaters were 
asked to lower outboard motors to drain standing water and empty bilges as appropriate. 
Educational materials were provided, and stewards reinforced best practices for 
preventing the spread of AIS between waterbodies. 
 
When vessels did not meet Clean, Drain, and Dry standards, stewards recommended 
decontamination at the on-site decontamination station at Back Bay. There, a trained 
decontamination technician performed hot-water, high-pressure decontamination as 
needed. 
 
The Upper Saranac Foundation, Executive Director and Adirondack Watershed Institute 
administrative staff conducted regular site visits to support stewards, provide ongoing 
training, and assist with identification of intercepted AIS. AWI supervisors also reviewed 
survey data for omissions, errors, or irregularities and followed up with stewards as 
needed to ensure data accuracy and consistency. 
 
5 Conclusions 
Aquatic invasive species continue to pose a significant ecological, social, and economic 
challenge to communities across New York State and throughout the Adirondack Park. 
As new invasive species expand their range within the United States, the risk of 
introduction into Adirondack waters remains persistent and, in some cases, increasing. 
At the same time, AIS issues have gained greater recognition through media attention, 
public awareness, and meaningful legislative action. Notably, New York State has 
adopted and expanded regulations requiring boaters to remove all visible organic 
material and drain water-holding compartments when using public access sites, 
reinforcing Clean, Drain, Dry as a statewide standard for invasive species prevention. 
 
The establishment of the NYSDEC Adirondack Park-wide Aquatic Invasive Species 
Prevention Program in 2015 has been instrumental in strengthening regional protection 
efforts. Expanded watershed stewardship coverage at high-risk access points, such as 
Fish Creek Campground, along with the deployment of hot-water, high-pressure 
decontamination units throughout the Park, has significantly reduced opportunities for 
AIS transport between waterbodies. These investments have had a direct and 
measurable impact within the Upper Saranac watershed. 
 
Data collected during the 2025 season demonstrate that the Upper Saranac Lake 
Watershed Stewardship Program continues to be effective in preventing the spread of 
AIS. High levels of boater awareness, low interception rates on retrieved vessels, and 
the absence of AIS detected on boats leaving Upper Saranac Lake provide strong 
evidence that the lake has been largely eliminated as a source of outbound AIS. 
Similarly, the Fish Creek AIS Management Project has substantially reduced invasive 
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plant abundance within the campground and surrounding waters through sustained 
hand-harvesting and monitoring efforts. 
 
While watercraft entering the watershed originate from a wide and diverse range of 
previously visited waterways—including several known to contain multiple invasive 
species—the limited number of confirmed AIS intercepts highlights the success of 
integrated management strategies. These strategies include consistent stewardship 
presence, targeted education, voluntary decontamination, and long-term aquatic plant 
management. Observations from Upper Saranac Lake shoreline residents, campground 
users, and USF dive crews further corroborate measurable reductions in nuisance 
vegetation and AIS prevalence over time. 
 
Collectively, these outcomes underscore the importance of continued investment in AIS 
prevention, education, and management. The diversity of incoming watercraft remains a 
potential vector for future introductions, reinforcing the need to sustain Clean, Drain, Dry 
outreach, stewardship coverage, and decontamination capacity. Through coordinated 
regional partnerships and proactive management, the Upper Saranac Foundation and its 
partners have demonstrated that aquatic invasive species risks can be effectively 
reduced, protecting the ecological integrity, recreational value, and economic vitality of 
Upper Saranac Lake and the broader Adirondack region. 
 
 
 
6 Abbreviation List: 

AAISPP - Adirondack Park-wide Aquatic Invasive Species Prevention Program  
AIS- Aquatic Invasive Species 
AWI – Pauls Smith’s College Adirondack Watershed Institute 
AWISP – Adirondack Watershed Institute Stewardship Program 
FCAISMP- Fish Creek AIS Management Project  
NYSDEC – New York State Department of Environmental Conservation 
NEIWPCC – New England Interstate Water Pollution Control Commission 
LCBP – Lake Champlain Basin Program 
PSC – Paul Smith’s College 
Steward – Adirondack Watershed Institute Steward 
USF – Upper Saranac Foundation 
USL – Upper Saranac Lake  
QAPP – Quality Assurance Project Plan 
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7 Appendices  
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