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Executive Summary 

The New River Water Trail was started by Giles County in 2015 and has been employed as a tourism and marketing program over the past seven 
years. In 2017, the New River Watershed Roundtable, a partnership of local and state government representatives, businesses, university 
educators, student groups, advocacy groups, and the public, began contemplating the use of mile markers as a safety tool for the New River. The 
idea of mile markers eventually gained momentum and talks began to expand the New River Water Trail by Pulaski, Montgomery and Giles 
Counties and the City of Radford and the towns therein. In 2021, in partnership with local governments, the New River Valley Regional 
Commission applied for an Appalachian Regional Commission Technical Assistance Grant to 
better understand the implementation opportunities related to the Water Trail. From that 
process the region explored the idea of four new and/or improved access points among 
several other initiatives, including signage, safety, stewardship, and marketing.  

Access Points: 
Locality New/ Improvement Name Type 
Pulaski County  New Sheffey Park Motorized Boat Access 
City of Radford New Bisset Park Paddle Craft Access (possibly 

ADA) 
Montgomery 
County 

Improvement Whitethorne Motorized Existing, 
Investment in additional 
parking and ADA access 

Giles County New  McCoy Motorized Boat Access 
 
Next Steps and Planned Activities from 2022 to 2026:  

1. Increase and improve public access 
2. Create regional website 
3. Create and implement a NRWT signage plan 
4. Update Regional NRWT map and recommend paddles with accompanying Maps 
5. Continue and grow New River stewardship 
6. Continue technical assistance with the support of the National Park Service Rivers, 

Trails and Conservation Assistance Program, including a) development of an 
organizational structure, b) completion of further gap analysis and c) development of 
a public-private partnership plan 
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Background:  
The New River Water Trail (NRWT) was officially started in 2015 by a group of Giles County river stakeholders. Since that time, there has been an 
interest to expand the NRWT upstream to Pulaski County, City of Radford and Montgomery County. With the support of local tourism, the New 
River Watershed Roundtable and the New River Valley Regional Commission (NRVRC), conversations developed and in 2020 the NRVRC submitted 
a grant application to the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) to receive funds to support technical assistance towards planning expansion. In 
2022, the team has expanded and is currently preparing an application to the ARC to implement many aspects of the NRWT. At the close of that 
grant the project team is applying for an Appalachian Regional Commission Implementation Grant to execute many elements of the New River 
Water Trail Implementation Plan. However, the team believes additional technical assistance is needed to fill some of the gaps that still exist in 
that plan, mainly for development of an organizational structure, further gap analysis for future increased access, and understanding how to 
successfully implement a public-private partnership as the "New River Water Trail" currently exists mostly on public land.   

Overview of the Power Initiative and Planning Goals:  
The Partnerships for Opportunity and Workforce and Economic Revitalization (POWER) program is a multi-agency effort. Coal production peaked 
around 1990 and has been declining ever since.3 A recent study completed by the Appalachian Regional Commission attributes the decline in the 
coal industry to two factors: 1) decreased natural gas prices that are leading to an increase in electricity generated by natural gas; and 2) a variety 
of environmental regulations and policy initiatives that have increased coal costs. The POWER program is intended to provide federal resources for 
communities and regions impacted by job losses in coal mining, power plant operations, and the supply chain. The program is supported by the 
Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC) and the Economic Development Administration (EDA). ARC’s focus includes competitive workforce, 
access to and use of broadband, entrepreneurial activities, and industry clusters. EDA’s focus includes new business and jobs across sectors, 
access to private capital, market access to goods and services from impacted areas, and strengthening/developing existing and/or emerging 
industry clusters.  

The goal of the region’s participation in the POWER Technical Assistance Grant is to better understand how to expand the New River Water Trail 
out of Giles County into the rest of the river community of the New River Valley. The project focused on exploring goals of regional partners, 
inventory of regional assets, create an understanding on how to improve access, and review of precedents. The New River Watershed Roundtable 
(NRWR) reformed in 2016 and gathers river stakeholders from across the region to meet on a quarterly basis. The Virginia Department of 
Environmental Quality funds the core of the NRWR  
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Introduction:  
The New River is one of the most valuable assets in 
the New River Valley. It is the backbone of our region, 
originally settled because of its access to fresh water. 
The New River holds historic crossing points, endemic 
wildlife, amazing vistas, world class recreation, 
copious industry, and fantastic neighbors.  

The New River, which is touted as one of the oldest 
rivers in the world, also runs North, its headwaters in 
Ashe County, North Carolina, flowing in and out of 
North Carolina and Virginia along the state line, before 
heading north in Grayson County and eventually 
entering Pulaski County. The New River Trail State 
Park sits on the southern border of the New River 
Valley and meanders from Pulaski south through 
Wythe, Carroll and Grayson Counties. In 2017, the trail 
boasted over one million visitors. The New River Trail 
State Park is a premier rail to trail system utilized by cyclists, horseback riders, campers, etc. Upstream of the New River Valley along the New River 
lies the New River Gorge National Park. The newest national park in the United States, added to the inventory of national parks in 2020. New River 
Gorge National Park is a premier destination for rafting, climbing, and hiking, which received a record number of visitors in 2021 at 1.7 million. 
With so many visitors already coming to this region for recreation tourism, there is a large opportunity for the New River Valley to catalyze the 
surrounding energy.  

Giles County launched the New River Water Trail in 2015, utilizing a tourism and marketing strategy to increase access, visibility, and information 
about the New River. The New River Water Trail brand was launched, and the trail currently stretches 37-miles through Giles County. The three 
New River Valley localities upstream expressed interest in extending the brand and decided to participate in the New River Water Trail Expansion 
Project, funded by the Appalachian Regional Commission with match from the New River Valley Regional Commission and Pulaski County, City of 
Radford, Montgomery County, and Giles County.  
 
Each locality invited local experts to participate in the conversation, with a goal being to understand the regional vision for the New River Water 
Trail, inventory of existing assets and resources, identify additional partners and develop first round implementation goals.  
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Project Team: 

Anthony Akers – Assistant County Administrator, Pulaski County 
Andy Borak – Assistant Director of Outdoor Programs, Radford 
University 
Brad Buchannan – Parks & Outdoor Recreation Supervisor, 
Montgomery Co. 
Cora Gnegy – Tourism Marketing Director, Giles County 
Susan Kidd – Strategic Development Director, Narrows, VA  
Irene Kilmer –Acting Director of Tourism, Montgomery County  
Steve Knowles – American Electric Power 
Fred Pierson – Radford University, Recreation, Parks and 
Tourism/Experiential Learning  
Wilson Rankin – Radford Citizen 
Kim Repass – Director of Tourism, Radford 
Leigh Stoudenmire – New River Outdoor Co. 
Laura Walters – Pulaski County Board of Supervisors 
Peggy White – Director of Tourism, Pulaski County 
Guests Included: Tom Austin with Mattern and Craig, David Clarke 
with Virginia Department of Transportation, Tom Hampton with 
the Department of Wildlife Resources, Nathan Hilbert with the 
National Park Service, Liz Purcell with Appalachian Electric Power, 
and Bill Tanger with Friends of Virginia Rivers. 
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Process: The group met twice quarterly, once with the New River Water Trail project team and the other with the New River Watershed 
Roundtable (a broader base of river invested partners from around the region). Subgroups met intermittently for locality specific site visits and 
meetings.  

  



7 
 

Vision: Early-on the team carried out a group visioning exercise asking participants, What would the New River look like in 10 years, in how it 
looks, feels, sounds and what else? The responses from this exercise were used as guiding principles to ground the team’s work over 2021. 
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Implementation Plan Across the Region: Throughout the course of the year, 

the region developed a list of five key core activities important to the expansion and continued 
development of the New River Water Trail, which are:  

1. Improved Access  
2. Signage + Safety 
3. Marketing 
4. Stewardship 
5. Technical Assistance 

 
1. Improved Access: The first step in understanding how and where to improve access 

was an inventory of existing access points and assets, as well as potential access points and 
assets. The overview of that analysis is laid out in the following maps and spreadsheet. The 
river was divided into two sections, Water Trail North and Water Trail South simply for the 
functional purpose of viewing within this report. From the access maps, a report was 
generated which evaluates the river access across the region. Ideal water trail segments 
would have access at intervals of four miles or less. These segments were rated as “good”. 
Sections with access between four and eight miles were rated as ‘fair” and segments with 
access at over eight-mile intervals were rated as “poor”.  
 
The project team added to the analysis map ownership data to better understand access 
improvement opportunities. Parcel ownership was analyzed in the following categories: 
Private, Government, Railroad, and VDOT. DCR Easements and Conservation Lands were 
also considered.  
 
Notes: The legend for the maps on the following pages can be found in Appendix A. 
Additionally, the New River runs from South to North, one of the few rivers in the world to 
do so. On some maps, numbering and information follow the flow of the water.  
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This is the existing section of the NRWT. Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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First Round Access Improvements by Locality: Please see PER upload, Boat Launch Cost Estimates for additional details.  

1. Pulaski County: Sheffey Park in Pulaski County, is a 10-acre river-front parcel which was recently donated to the County. The County 
has been looking to develop the site for river access and over 2021 installed a five-mile trail connecting the future Sheffey Park to 
Smith Farm Park, a 100-acre parcel currently under development.  

2. City of Radford: Bisset Park in the City of Radford, is a 57-acre river-front park near Radford University. It has two existing river access 
points towards the middle and lower ends of the park. Currently a river outfitter operates out of the upper end of the park. River 
users in this area do not have a formal access point available and use desire lines to access the river. This future access point is directly 
across from Sheffey Park.  

3. Montgomery County: The Whitethorne launch in Montgomery County is the most heavily used river access point in the region, but 
also has significantly limited parking availability.  The site investment will be to redesign the space to improve parking availability. 

4. Giles County: McCoy Falls will become the southern-most river access in Giles County and the closest access point to Montgomery 
County--the population center of the region. A formal access point here will aid in overflow from Whitethorne. This area of the river 
currently has many desired access points which are very popular with students from Virginia Tech.  

  

Pulaski County / Sheffey Park City of Radford / Bisset Park Montgomery County / Whitethorne Giles County / McCoy Falls 
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2. Signage + Safety: Safety and signage are tied together in 

function. The New River has an anecdotal history of being a 
dangerous river. This is most likely due to the lack in 
popularity of life vests, knowledge of river safety, and the 
river being a place where people and industry disposed of 
waste. An important element of the expansion project is 
increasing user safety. The team will approach this in the 
following ways:  

a. Signage: Example images of signage is on the 
following page, along with a map which highlights 
where this signage would appear on the river.  

i. Mile markers 
ii. Bridge/Trestle Signage 
iii. Warning/Safety Signs 
iv. Ramp Signage (see Water Trail Marketing for 

more information on ramp signage) 
b. Life jacket loner program – potential sites are Bisset 

Park + Whitethorne. 
c. Water safety educational campaign/video 
d. River gauges  
e. Live stream cameras at boat launches 
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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Note: Please see legend spreadsheet. Appendix A.  
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3. Marketing: Giles County led the way in marketing the New River as the 
New River Water Trail. Their efforts include brand development, a 
website, maps and ramp signage. Alisa Moody of Wild Country Studios 
has worked on the New River Water Trail since its advent and will 
continue working with the Expansion Project Team.  

Ramp signage will be modified for the expansion and will reflect locality-
specific information, but the aesthetic will stay the same. Additionally, the 
logo will be updated to include each of the participating localities.  

 

 

  

An existing sign at a Giles Launch. 
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Asset Maps: This marketing map will be updated to include the upstream localities, their river access points, along with their tourism assets. This 
map will be featured on the website as well as on the boat ramp launch signs.  

 

 

Existing Giles County asset map.  
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Website: The New River Water Trail website can be found at www.newriverwatertrail.com. The intention is to expand this website from a Giles 
County website to a regional website. Website updates will include an updated day trips section which will highlight day trips around the region. 
Within this section the team will also create downloadable day trip paddle maps, which can be used on the water for navigation and will connect 
river users will local businesses, lodging, restaurants, events and other tourism activities.   

  

The existing website currently features Giles County daytrips. 

http://www.newriverwatertrail.com/


24 
 

 

4. Stewardship. Regional river stewardship is largely held within the work of the New River Watershed Roundtable. Since 2016, the New 
River Valley Regional Commission has been hosting local and state government representatives, businesses, university educators, student 
groups, advocacy groups, and the public in conversations about the watershed. This group collaborates on the ReNew the New the annual 
regional river cleanup, which since 2016 has involved almost 3,000 people in removing 21 tons and 1,000+ tires from the New River. The 
efforts of this group are expanding to include regional outreach to school aged children. This program, Litter Quitter, has a mascot, the 
Litter Quitter Critter. Wild Country Studios has been working in collaboration with the region to develop graphics and outreach materials. 
This program idea has received regionwide support and will be developed in conjunction with the NRWT over the coming years.   
 
 
 

  

The annual ReNew the New cleanup attracts hundreds of participants to the river every year. 
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5. Technical Assistance: In 2022, the NRVRC applied for the National Park Service, Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program 
(NPS-RTCA). On May 5, 2022, the NRVRC received confirmation of a successful application to the program.  NPS-RTCA will provide 
personnel to support the following technical assistance elements of on-going New River Water Trail Expansion Project:  

a. Assist in creation of a sustainable Organization Development Plan. What are the on-going costs, liability, etc. and where 
should it be hosted? How is revenue generated? Who does the on-going work? The goal is to secure consensus and be 
ready to implement a system towards the end of the process.  

b. Assist in Development of a Public/Private Partnership Program to aid in connection to key stakeholders. There are over 25 
potential private partners directly on river with hundreds more across the region. What is the framework and how do 
Public/Private Partnerships support the organization?  

c. Assist with Gap Analysis and creation of a Strategic Plan to Increase Access. Using existing access maps to determine 
potential at the site scale.  

d. Assist in planning and execution of at least one public engagement event- a community float in partnership with 
Montgomery County Parks and Recreation and DWR.   
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Appendix A:  
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