
Scientists 
In Third W

By James K. Agee 

San Juan Island National Histoncal Park 1n 
Puget Sound area of Washington has been inva
aga1n and again by "'foreign agents." The hrst "in
Sion" prov1ded the histoncal event for which the p
was created: American and British troops simulta
ously occupied the island during 1859-1872 while
final settlement of the Oregon Territory boundary 
pule was negotiated. The major casualty was
English-owned pig, shot by an American settler. 

The second 1nvasion was by European rab
(Oryctolagus cuniculalus) m the 1880s. They 
cupied the area now m the park from the 1880s u
about 1980, when a significant population crash v
ally eliminated them from park lands. The th1rd m
SIOn was 1n 1983, when an interdisciplinary sc1e
team invaded the 1750 acre, two-unit park to inve
gate the rabbit decline and prov1de an updated
source management framework for the park. 

The team was funded for a one-year study by
Interdisciplinary Science Projects initiative from 
Washington Office, based on a proposal drafted
J1m Larson, Regional Chief Scientist, PNRO. O
PNR team members included Supt. Frank Hast
and Chief Range Mac Foreman, PNRO natural
source people D1ck Pras1l and D1ck Hoffman, PN
cultural resource people Stephanie Toothman and
Thomson, and CPSU scientists Jim Agee (Univer
of Washington), Ed Starkey (Oregon State Univers
and Gerry Wnght (University of Idaho). 

The team objecives were (1) to develop a conc
tual ecological model to Identify key components 
processes operating m the system, (2) to incre
the knowledge base on the rabbit population decl
(3) to describe the historic landscape and restora
options, and (4) to define a data base for an upda
resource management plan. 

The conceptual ecolog1cal model was an impor
first step for the team. When the rabbits" dec
began several years ago, herbaceous cover sta
to increase, as did the problem of visitor-cau
wildfires. The open fields, many of which once w
forested lands cleared for cultivation and maintai
1n grass by rabbit grazing, became dotted with s
invading trees. Many of the trees subsequently were 
girdled by an expanding rodent population responding 
to increased cover and food resources. The model 
showed the relationships between these and other 
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visitors w1th a sensory ambience of the historical 
period, rather than a precisely restored landscape. 
Visitors to English Camp should see a largely forested 
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vanables and wh1ch ones could be affected by man
agement actions. 

Studying the rabb1t decline proved to be a difficul
task. Earlier baseline studies by Fred Stevens and
A.A. We1sbrod (NPS biologist now in the Midwest Re
gion) had shown h1gh reproduction rates in the mid
1970s. Although reproduction rate declined in the
early 1980s. considerable young should have been
produced; almost none appeared. While disease and
nutrition have not been totally ruled out, predation
seems to be the most plausible workmg hypothesis
The ferret (another introduced animal) IS common in
the park, and w1ll Indiscriminately kill rabbits in the1
underground warrens prior to their emergence above
ground. Voles and mice can provide an alternate prey
base that will allow ferret populat1ons to subsist. even
in the face of rabbit decline, and thus cont1nue to exer
significant influence on the rabbit population. Consid
erable additional research w111 be requ1red to tes
these working hypotheses. In the intenm, monitonng
of rabbit population levels will continue. 

The h1storic landscape problem was eas1er to ap­
proach. Although much of both English Camp and
American Camp was logged, a few trees were lef
uncut, and some stumps could be roughly dated
through 11me companson of h1stonc photographs. The
analys1s showed English Camp to be close to historic
character at present. Some replanting of cultivated
fields and vista clearing in the vicinity of historic Offic­
ers· Quarters were management options proposed
American Camp has more pra1rie, of which some is
natural and some has been maintained in grassland
by rabb1t grazing pressure. Options here include re­
plantmg trees, and protecting the plantations from ro­
dents or perhaps from a rebounding rabbit population.

S1nce this historical park was created, more atten­
tion has been g1ven, understandably, to cultural re
sources than natural resources. The cultural resource
input to the team was in the nature of fine-tuning
some parade ground fencing at American Camp, con
Sideration of ·ghost structures" where accurate build­
ing reconstruction cannot be done, limited building
rehabihtahon, and some archeological work. 

The goal of all the restoration work is to prov1de
­
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setting w1th natural openmgs 1n rocky areas. Visitors 
to Amencan Camp should be able to sense why the 
s1te was chosen- 1t was protected from w1nd and was 
nestled up aga1nst a forest. not positioned in the midst 
of a rabbit-infested grassland. The team prov1ded a 
quantum leap for the park data base. wh1ch should 
serve as the core of a rewntten resource management 
plan. 

Th1s team approach to resource management 1n 

small areas IS bemg extended in the Pacific Northwest 
Reg1on. The next area to be "invaded" is Whitman 
Mission National Histone Site. where the team leader 
w1ll be PNRO Cultural Resources Chief Dr. Allan 
Comp. ThiS type of approach - an Integrated problem 
analys1s by Interdisciplinary teams - may have value 
1n other small NPS areas across the nation. 

Agee ts an NPS Research Biologist. Limtted coptes 
of the mterdtsctplinary report. ·Rabbits. Redoubts. and 
Royal Mannes.· and the technical report. "His/ode 
Landscapes of San Juan Island National Hts/oncal 
Park. · are avatlable from Or. Agee. NPS CPSU. Col­
lege of Forest Resources (AR-10). Umversity of 
Washmgton. Seattle. WA 98195. 


