
Wild and Scenic Rivers

The National Wild and Scenic 
Rivers System was created by 
Congress in 1968 to preserve 
certain rivers with outstanding 
natural, cultural, and recreational 
values in a free-flowing condition 
for the enjoyment of present and 
future generations. 



Wild and 
Scenic Rivers

228 rivers comprising 13,467 miles are 
protected in the National System 

(2022). This is less than one half of one 
percent of the nation’s rivers

---

For comparison, more than 75,000 
large dams have modified at least 
600,000 miles of rivers across the 

country, or approximately 17% of rivers 
in the United States

---

WSR designation affords certain 
statutory protections (no new dams 
may be constructed, nor federally 

assisted water resource development 
projects that have an adverse effect of 

designated river values)

St. Croix WSR, 

Minnesota and Wisconsin



• “The affluent society has built well 
in terms of economic progress, but 
has neglected the protection of the 
very water we drink as well as the 
values of fish and wildlife, scenic, and 
outdoor recreation resources. 
Although often measureless in 
commercial terms, these values must 
be preserved by a program that will 
guarantee America some semblance 
of her great heritage of beautiful 
rivers.

• - Senator Frank Church from Idaho, 
Arguing for passage of the Wild and 
Scenic Rivers Act (1968)



WSR Act Overview

• Seeking to Balance Development 
with Preservation

• “The Congress declares that the 
established national policy of dams 
and other construction at appropriate 
sections of the rivers of the United 
States needs to be complemented by 
a policy that would preserve other 
selected rivers or sections thereof in 
their free-flowing condition to protect 
the water quality of such rivers…”



WSR Act Overview

• “It is hereby declared to be the policy of the 
United States that certain selected rivers of 
the Nation which, with their immediate 
environments, possess outstandingly 
remarkable scenic, recreational, geologic, fish 
and wildlife, historic, cultural or other similar 
values, and that they and their immediate 
environments shall be protected for the 
benefit and enjoyment of present and future 
generations…”





Wild and Scenic Rivers Program

Federally-
administered 
Model

• Managed by NPS, 
USFS, BLM, 
USFWS

• Mostly on federal 
land

Partnership 
Model

• Managed through 
locally-led 
partnerships

• Mostly non-
federal land



What is a 
Partnership 
River?

• Federal ownership and 
management not authorized 

• Local council with broad 
representation guides mgmt

• Land use locally controlled 

• NPS role limited, specified in plan

• River management plan locally 
(ideally) developed prior to 
designation

• Costs shared among all partners

• No NPS rangers, or traditional 
Superintendent 



ORVs

• The Wild And Scenic Rivers Act 
(Public Law 90-542), identifies five 
outstandingly remarkable values 
(ORVs): scenic, recreational, wildlife 
and habitat, historic and cultural, and 
water quality and quantity. 

• In accordance with this Act, these 
values, the river system’s free-flowing 
characteristics, and its immediate 
environment “shall be protected for 
the benefit and enjoyment of present 
and future generations” (section 1(b) 
Wild and Scenic Rivers Act). 

• Usually identified in the enabling 
legislation or in a Comprehensive 
River Management Plan (CRMP)



Segments of the River

• “Wild” river areas – Those 
rivers or sections of rivers 
that are free of 
impoundments and 
generally inaccessible 
except by trail, with 
watersheds or shorelines 
essentially primitive and 
waters unpolluted. These 
represent vestiges of 
primitive America. 

• “Scenic” river areas –
Those rivers or sections of 
rivers that are free of 
impoundments, with 
shorelines or watersheds 
still largely primitive and 
shorelines largely 
undeveloped, but 
accessible in places by 
roads. 



• “Recreational” river areas – Those rivers or sections 
of rivers that are readily accessible by road or 
railroad, that may have some shoreline 
development, and that may have undergone some 
impoundment or diversion in the past. 



Comprehensive 
River 
Management 
Plan

• Describes existing river values and their 
condition;

• Defines goals and desired future 
conditions;

• Specifies management actions for 
protection of river values; 

• Addresses user capacities, water 
quality issues, land/facility 
development, and instream flow 
requirements;

• Reflects a collaborative approach with  
stakeholders;

• Identifies regulatory authorities of other 
governmental agencies; and

• Includes a monitoring strategy to maintain 
desired conditions.



New Studies

• Currently, there are two 
rivers or river systems 
under “authorized” study 
under Section 5(a) of the 
Wild & Scenic Rivers Act. 

• Little Manatee River, FL 
(Public Law 117-328, Dec. 
29, 2022)

• Kissimmee River, FL 
(Public Law 117-328, Dec. 
29, 2022) 



NPS Partnership Rivers

Great Egg Harbor, NJ
Maurice, NJ
Westfield, MA*
West Branch Farmington, CT
Lamprey, NH
Sudbury/Assabet/Concord, MA
White Clay Creek, DE/PA
Lower Delaware, PA/NJ
Wekiva, FL
Musconetcong, NJ
Eightmile, CT
Taunton, MA
Missisquoi and Trout, VT
Wood-Pawcatuck, RI
Nashua, MA
York, ME

1992
1993
1993/2004
1994
1999
1996/2000
2000/2014
2000
2000
2006
2008
2009
2014
2019
2019
2022



What are some key 
features of the PWSR 

model?
• No federal ownership or exclusive management of lands 

• Designation and implementation of the management plan is 
accomplished through a broadly participatory “council” or 
“committee” 

• Land use continues to be governed by local communities and 
states 

• Plan is locally developed with NPS assistance and is locally 
approved prior to federal designation (as a part of the feasibility 
study).

• The costs and responsibilities associated with managing and 
protecting river resources are shared among all of the 
partners—local, state, federal, tribal and nongovernmental. 



Benefits of PWSR 
designation

Economic/Promotion

• National recognition and prestige

• Economic boost (if promoted)

Funding/Support

• Agency technical and financial assistance

• Other WSR agency funding

• Leverage additional grants, e.g., fish passage, land protection, youth education, etc.

Stewardship/River Protection

• WSR agency review of federally-assisted water resources projects to protect locally-
identified river values

• Locally-appointed river council guides future management across jurisdictions

• River Council brings local governments and key partners together with a common 
vision for the river



What assistance comes from a PWSR 
Designation

PWSR Funding Technical Assistance

Section 11(b)(1)

P.L. 99-590 (October 30, 1986)

• Authorizes technical and 
limited financial assistance

• Provides assistance to states 
municipalities, nonprofits and 
individuals

• Applies to Wild and Scenic 
Rivers, and to other rivers



Designation

Traditional Process

• Wild and Scenic River Study 
(eligibility, ORVs, classification, 
suitability)

• Designation
• Interim Management
• Confirm/Update River Values
• Boundaries  
• Comprehensive River 

Management Plan

Instant Designation

• Designation/Classification
• Interim Management
• Define River Values
• Boundaries  
• Comprehensive River 

Management Plan (3 years)



What does Study Legislation Look Like?

Ex: Little Manatee River
Kissimmee River



How long does a study take?

• Typically authorized for 3 years in legislation

• Can take longer…soft deadline

• Funding provided through generic park planning account in 
NPS budget – NPS WASO

• Funding stream may only last 3 years…can dictate timing

• CA for study support can be up to 5 years

TOOLKIT REFERENCE:   “Project Agreement” 
w/ WASO regarding study funding



How does the Study committee 
operate?

• Monthly meetings

• Transparency and open process

• Website

• Direct mailings

• Open meetings

• Generally choose to follow state open meeting laws



OPTION 1: LOCAL SUPPORT HIRED 
THROUGH COOPERATIVE AGREEMENT

OPTION 2: NPS CAN 
STAFF

Who staffs the study 
committee?



How does the study 
committee get formed?

Option 1: Formal 
legislated 

committee

Study committee 
membership and 

function specified in 
legislation

FACA Committee

Ex: Wekiva legislation

Option 2: 
“Informal” 

formed by NPS

Informal committee

Membership set by 
discussion and 

consensus at local level

Main role is NOT to 
advise Federal 

Government = non 
FACA

Option 3: 
“Informal” local 

study sponsor can 
form

Informal committee

Membership set by 
discussion and 

consensus at a local 
level

Main role is NOT to 
advise Federal 

Government = non 
FACA

TOOLKIT REFERENCE: Wekiva 
legislation



Study Process

• Eligibility (ORV’s)

• Suitability (management)

• Boundaries

• Management Plan

• Support 



Frequently asked questions

➢Will designation result in increased tourism or recreational use of the rivers?

➢Not significantly. Tourism and recreational use on other rivers in the Wild and Scenic 

System have not seen dramatic increases in either tourism or recreational use 

attributed to Wild and Scenic designation. The degree to which such traffic increases 

largely depends on the extent to which the riverfront communities choose to promote 

Wild and Scenic designation.

➢Will any increased traffic negatively affect the rivers, adjacent property, or 

landowners?

➢Unlikely and manageable. It is possible that increased recreational use of the rivers, 

regardless of designation, could contribute to erosion at river access points.

➢How does the Study affect my land?

➢It does not. If you perceive any impacts at all, please contact the Committee right away.



Frequently asked questions 

➢What will happen to my property rights if the river is designated?
➢Nothing. Respect for private property rights and current land uses are 

fundamental components of long-term support for river protection.

➢How will my town benefit if this designation occurs?
➢Such a designation would likely bring federal technical and financial resources 

to help enhance and protect the river. Some studies have shown that there is 
an economic benefit to communities that value their rivers and promote them 
as a recreational tourist destination (one such study is available on FRWA’s 
website, www.frwa.org).

➢Could the Study or designation result in federal restrictions on my property?
➢No. The study is only that, a study. There is no authority for federal land use 

control associated with a Wild and Scenic designation. Town governments 
would continue their primary role in establishing and enforcing land use.

➢Link to Activities on Private Lands Within the WSR Corridor: 
https://www.rivers.gov/documents/q-a.pdf

http://www.frwa.org/


Frequently asked questions 

➢Will hunting and fishing be impacted if designation occurs?

➢No. Current regulations will continue to govern hunting and fishing, 

and will not be affected by designation.

➢Would a National Wild and Scenic River designation “federalize” the  

River resulting in federal control of a corridor along the rivers?

➢No. The federal government will not take control of these rivers. 

There is no federal mandate requiring specific land use controls 

related to the National Wild and Scenic Rivers that will affect how a 

landowner can use their property



What is 
NPS role?

Section 7

Overall Admin 
responses

Technical 
assistance to MC 

and partners

Staff support to 
MC

Cooperative 
Agreement 

development and 
oversight



Section 7 
Determination

• Thus, Section 7(a) prohibits 
any part of the federal 
government from assisting a 
“water resources project” 
that would have a “direct 
and adverse effect” on the 
values for which a river was 
established. The values 
referred to above are 
typically interpreted as the 
WSR’s “outstandingly 
remarkable values” (ORVs) 
and free flow. 



Gather community 
input and establish 

goals and 
objectives

Evaluate existing 
protection 

measures like 
state and local 
regulations and 
determine gaps

Develop draft and 
final management 
plans (major study 

committee 
product)

Local government 
votes on whether 

to request 
designation or not

If both eligible and 
suitable, a bill can 
be introduced into 

Congress for a 
Wild and Scenic 

River designation

Form a study 
committee

Develop workplan 
and budget

Research 
eligibility and 
ORVs

•Basis of NPS findings

•Basis of management 
plan

Involve 
community in 

determination of 
what is special 

about their river

Identify the issues 
and threats

* During the study period, prohibitions against federal permits and projects that might harm the 
river are temporarily effective, giving the town a three year “test run”



What is the role of NPS in a study?

• Support the Study Committee

• Educator on WSR and PWSR approach

– Assist in evaluation of 
eligibility/suitability/classification

• Implement needed Cooperative Agreements

and Contracts

• Educator in development of Management Plan

• Promote transparency of process 

• Principal author of Study report to Congress

TOOLKIT REFERENCE: Study 
reports on rivers.gov







Paddle Wekiva Black Water Creek 
Paddling Guide



Turtle Movement



Population: The North American 
Freshwater Turtle Research Group, 
conducts population samples in the  U.S. of 
which eight sites are in Florida. The group 
samples three times per year in Florida —
in the spring, summer and fall — and 
gathers information about population 
density and measurements of individual 
turtles. From their data the group can tell a 
lot about ecosystem health and water 
quality. 





River Ambassador





Wekiva Partnership Programs







PADDLE GUIDES 





● WSR Descriptions/info
● WSR Act & 

Amendments
● Final CRMPs
● Section 7 

determinations 
● Searchable Q & A  
● Technical papers
● Study Reports
● Training Modules 

and more...

Rivers.gov
rms.memberclicks.net/PW
SRToolkit

Resource


