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DCR 
interoffice 
MEMORANDUM 

 

To:  Kelly McClary  
 

From:  Lynn Crump 
 

Date:  January 20, 2021 
 

Subject:  Extension of the Rappahannock River Scenic River Designation 

 

 
 

In 1985 and 1990, segments of the Rappahannock River in Rappahannock, Fauquier, Culpeper, 

Stafford, and Spotsylvania Counties, and the City of Fredericksburg, were designated as a 

Virginia Scenic River. Specifically, the designated segment is from the headwaters at Chester 

Gap to the Maysfield Bridge, Route 3, a distance of approximately 86 miles.  

 

In 2020, the counties of Caroline, King George, Spotsylvania, Stafford, Richmond, Essex, 

Westmoreland and Lancaster Counties, and the City of Fredericksburg, requested extension of 

the Rappahannock River from the Maysfield Bridge, Route 3, downstream to the Chesapeake 

Bay for possible Scenic River designation.  

 

In October of 2020 over the course of three different trips, an evaluation was completed by staff 

from the Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) and Friends of the Rappahannock 

(FoR). The first section studied started from the previously designated section at Maysfield 

Bridge, Route 3, downstream to Sanders Wharf, a distance of approximately 41.5 miles. The 

second section studied was from Sanders Wharf downstream to Route 360 at Tappahannock, a 

distance of approximately 15 miles. Finally, the section from the Route 360 Bridge to Simonson, 

a difference of approximately 13.5 miles.  The study ended before entering Lancaster and 

Middlesex counties; therefore ending the proposed scenic section short of the Chesapeake Bay. 

All totaled, the new section is approximately 79 miles.   

 

Based on the evaluations, it was determined that the three new sections, in combination, qualify 

for designation. The proposed section extends from Maysfield Bridge, Route 3 in 

Fredericksburg to Simonson through the counties of Stafford, Spotsylvania, Caroline, King 

George, Westmoreland, Essex and Richmond. Combined the sections add a distance of 

approximately 70 miles to the existing designation section of the Rappahannock River, a length 

of 86 miles. Combining the sections qualified for Scenic River designation gives the 

Rappahannock River a total of approximately 156 miles. 
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Following are the findings that support this designation. 

 

FINDINGS: 

The Rappahannock River originates in Virginia’s Ridge and Valley Province flowing eastward to 

the Chesapeake Bay. The section of the Rappahannock studied is within the Coastal Province of 

Virginia and is flat water with tidal influence. It flows through predominantly agricultural, 

wetlands and forestal landscapes with scattered shoreline development and a few industrial sites. 

The majority of the corridor is private land with open fields of crops or hay beyond narrow or 

non-existent buffers when wetlands do not separate the shore from the river. Buffers of 100 (+) 

feet are intact for more than 50% of the entire corridor.  

 

 
 

The wide river has no dams or other determents for river flow. There are a couple of industrial 

sites adjacent to the river close to towns on the river. There are many houses within view of the 

river, and some sections have continuous developed properties. In other sections there are no 

houses or other buildings creating a feel of remoteness and separation from the hustle and bustle 

of urban life.  

 

With a long history of Native Americans who raised corn along the river, through the arrival of 

Europeans, the development of the tobacco aristocracy to today, the river maps a unique history 

of Virginia. Numerous sites, many not fully studied, give credence to the historic value of the 

corridor. Some of the over 30 notable historic sites and districts that have National Register of 

Historic Places under the National Park Service (NRHP) and Virginia Landmarks Register 

(VLR) designation, include:  Port Royal Historic District, Woodlawn Historic and 

Archaeological District, Falmouth Historic District, Baylor House, Emmanuel Episcopal Church, 

Belle Grove, Tappahannock Historic District, Ferry Farm, Wheatland, and Blandfield.  

 

Historically the river was used primarily for transportation and food production (i.e. commercial 

fisheries), with recreational fishing and hunting opportunities abundant. Commercial fisheries 

continues to be an important activity on and adjacent to the river both from an economic and 

cultural perspective and is viewed as a heritage industry of the region. Development is not 

concentrated along the upper portion of the river with a few industrial sites adjacent to the 

urban/town section. Residential development is scattered with more concentrated sections in the 

downstream section.  
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This section of the Rappahannock is wide and deep enough for barge and other boating 

opportunities. It is made up of loopy bends with stretches that allow for long views, sometimes 

of the hundred plus foot cliffs. There are numerous long sections of forest edge as well as large 

wetlands that add interest with multiple ecosystems. These contributions add  to the interest and 

variety experienced on this stretch of river.  

 

Fish quality was rated as moderately high by the study team and the Department of Wildlife 

Resources (DWR). Game fish in this section include: tidal river blue catfish, largemouth bass, 

smallmouth bass, hickory shad, and striped bass with some American shad, hickory shad, river 

herring. There are a large number of documented significant natural resources along the corridor, 

including: American and 

shortnose sturgeon, warblers, 

eagles, terns and a unique 

butterfly, duck, heron, bittern, 

Lake-shore sedge and 

sensitive joint vetch and 

several intact natural 

communities of terrestrial, 

marsh, and aquatic. 

 

Water quality, which is based 

on the turbidity in the growing 

season and frequency of trash 

was given an overall moderate 

score. This due to the impacts 

of agriculture upstream which causes increased turbidity. Little visible trash seen along the river 

what was there was concentrated near boat launches and fishing sites.  

 

There are no parallel roads within 1000 feet of the river. Other forms of development are 

accentuated by the few bridges and powerline crossings. For the entire 70 river miles, there are 

two bridges and three transmission and pipeline crossings. Fortunately the impacts of these 

crossings are minimal, due to the meandering corridor and long distances between each. 

 

The long views, wetlands, and cliffs create a wonderful 

backdrop for river travelers, especially in the fall when 

the autumn colors reflect off the flat and wide water. 

Cliffs along with multiple islands, cultural sites and 

primitive mature forest areas create interest and a feeling 

of remoteness and isolation along the corridor. The 

aesthetic appeal is in the moderate to high range. 

 

Public river access is infrequent and separated by long 

distances. Many of the access sites are private, but are be 

usable for a fee. The Friends of the Rappahannock (FoR) 

have developed a series of water trail maps for 

Rappahannock, that allow for safe use of the river.  

This long section of the Rappahannock has few properties 

in land conservation. The prominent public ownership that is there, for less than about 3% of the 

entire corridor, is by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service as the Rappahannock River Valley. 

https://riverfriends.org/
https://riverfriends.org/guide/
https://riverfriends.org/guide/
https://www.fws.gov/refuge/Rappahannock_River_Valley/
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Based on the evaluation, the overall score for the proposed Rappahannock River extension in the 

City of Fredericksburg through the counties of Stafford, Spotsylvania, Caroline, King George, 

Westmoreland, Essex and Richmond is well above the minimum score for designation; therefore, 

it is recommended that the newly studied 79 miles of the Rappahannock be added to the 

existing designated Rappahannock River, of 86 miles, be submitted for designation. This 

additional mileage will bring the Rappahannock River Section to 165 miles. 

 

 

 

THE PROPOSED CODE OF VIRGINIA CHANGE FOLLOWS: 

§ 10.1-415. Rappahannock State Scenic River. 

The mainstem of the Rappahannock River in Rappahannock, Culpeper, Fauquier, Stafford, 

Spotsylvania, Caroline, King George, Westmoreland, Richmond, and Essex Counties and the 

City of Fredericksburg from its headwaters near Chester Gap to Simonson, a distance of 

approximately 165 statute river miles, is hereby designated as the Rappahannock State Scenic 

River, a component of the Virginia Scenic Rivers System. 

 

 

ATTACHEMENTS: 

MAP OF SECTION 

RESOLUTIONS OF SUPPORT 
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The Rappahannock River Extension in the City of Fredericksburg, the counties of Spotsylvania, 

Essex, Westmoreland, King George, Stafford, Richmond, and Caroline, and the towns of Port 

Royal and Tappahannock from the existing terminus at the Route 3 bridge in Fredericksburg to 

the Essex/ Middlesex and Richmond/Lancaster County lines, for a distance of approximately 79 

statute miles:  This segment of the Rappahannock River has been designated a Threatened and 

Endangered Species due to the presence of federal Endangered Atlantic Sturgeon and state 

Threatened Green Floaters (only in freshwater section) and also has been designated an 

Anadromous Fish Use Area. Department of Wildlife Resources 1/15/2021 

 

Based on information provided by the Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ), the General 

Assembly designation of the Rappahannock River as a Scenic River will not impact existing 

State Water Control Board programs.  Therefore, DEQ, acting on behalf of the Board, has no 

comment on the proposed designations. Department of Environmental Quality 1/18/2021 

 

 

 

 


