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Acronyms 

ADA Americans with Disabilities Act 

Appalachian or Licensee Appalachian Power Company 

cfs cubic feet per second 

FERC or Commission Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 

ft foot/feet 

RMP Recreation Management Plan 

MW megawatt  

NPS National Park Service 

Project Niagara Hydroelectric Project 

VDWR Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources 

VDCR Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation 
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1 Project Introduction and Background 
Appalachian Power Company (Appalachian or Licensee), a unit of American Electric Power, is the 

Licensee, owner, and operator of the run-of-river, 2.4-megawatt (MW) Niagara Hydroelectric Project 

(Project) (Federal Energy Regulatory Commission [FERC or Commission] Project No. 2466), located 

at Roanoke River mile 355 in Roanoke County, Virginia (see Figure 1). The Project is located 

approximately 6 miles southeast of the City of Roanoke. 

The Project consists of a concrete ogee spillway dam creating a 62-acre reservoir, a metal pipe 

penstock with associated entrance and discharge structures, and a concrete powerhouse on the north 

end of the dam containing two generating units with a total installed capacity of 2.4 MW. The upper 

portion of the Project boundary and reservoir occupies a developed area within the Town of Vinton 

and along the outer limit of the City of Roanoke. Land use in this area and immediately upstream is 

predominantly low to medium-density development and forested. Development along the reservoir 

shoreline is generally limited by terrain (southern portion) and an active railroad (northern portion). 

Common recreation activities in the vicinity of the Project include hiking, kayaking, canoeing, shoreline 

fishing, and viewing. 

The Project is currently licensed by FERC under the authority granted to the Commission by Congress 

through the Federal Power Act, 16 United States Code §791(a), et seq., to license and oversee the 

operation of non-federal hydroelectric projects on jurisdictional waters and/or federal land. 

Appalachian submitted the Final License Application pursuant to the Commission’s Integrated 

Licensing Process, as described at 18 Code of Federal Regulations Part 5, on February 28, 2022. 

Article 408 of the license for the Project, issued by FERC on May 1, 2025, requires Appalachian to 

develop a Recreation Management Plan (RMP) in consultation with the National Park Service (NPS), 

Roanoke County, Town of Vinton, Roanoke Outside Foundation, Roanoke River Blueway Committee 

of the Roanoke Valley–Alleghany Regional Commission, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Virginia 

Division of Wildlife Resources (VDWR), Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation (VDCR), 

and the Roanoke Valley Greenway Commission. This RMP will be implemented upon FERC approval. 

Article 409 of the new license for the Project requires Appalachian to develop a Boat Put-in Facility 

Plan in consultation with the stakeholders listed above. For clarification, this facility is herein referred 

to as the Canoe/Kayak Put-in Facility. The Canoe/Kayak Put-in Facility Plan is provided as part of this 

RMP.  

2 Purpose of the Recreation Management 
Plan 

The purpose of the RMP is to identify measures for providing public recreational access to Project 

lands and waters. The RMP provides a summary of the Recreation Study carried out during Project 

relicensing, an inventory and map of existing FERC Project recreation facilities, proposed 

enhancements of recreation facilities, a schedule for these enhancements, provisions and a schedule 

for recreation use monitoring and reporting, a description of how real-time river flow information will 

be provided to the public, and a provision for river clean-up events.  
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Figure 1. Niagara Project Location Map 
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3 Summary of the Relicensing Recreation 

Study 
This RMP is based on information gathered during the Recreation Study conducted by Appalachian 

during Project relicensing. The primary objectives of the Recreation Study were to: 

• Gather information on the condition of one FERC-required public recreation facility at the 

Project and three non-Project recreation facilities to identify potential needs for 

improvement. 

• Characterize current and future recreational use and demand at the Project. 

• Evaluate opportunities, processes, and constraints related to temporary modifications to 

Project operations to facilitate downstream flows. 

• Solicit comments from stakeholders on potential enhancements to existing facilities and 

development of new facilities. 

• Analyze the effects of continued Project operation on FERC Project-related recreation 

facilities. 

3.1 Summary of Recreation Study Results 

Appalachian and its consultants implemented a range of data collection techniques during the 

Recreation Study including Recreation Facility Inventory and Condition Assessments, Visitor Use 

Online Surveys, and virtual meetings with stakeholders. Trail cameras were installed and in-person 

surveys were conducted to collect visitor counts and to characterize site use. Additionally, an aesthetic 

flow evaluation and a recreation flow release desktop evaluation were implemented. 

Highlights of the findings of the Recreation Study1 relevant to proposed recreation enhancements 

included in this RMP are summarized below. 

• Facilities were found to be generally well maintained.  

• The Canoe Portage Take-Out had debris and silt on the steps, making it difficult to use. 

The location of the Canoe Portage Take-Out makes this facility vulnerable to wash-out 

and debris accumulation during high flow events. 

• Facilities were utilized throughout the year with most use occurring from April through 

October. 

• Signage was adequate and in good condition at the facilities, except for the Canoe 

Portage Trail, where some needed improvements were observed.  

• Despite the intended use of the canoe put-in, bank fishing was the most popular 

recreation activity observed in this area via the trail camera. 

 

1 Young Energy Services, LLC. (2021, December). Niagara Hydroelectric Project (FERC Project No. 2466): Updated 
Recreation Study Report. Prepared for Appalachian Power Company. 
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• The ages of people interviewed ranged from 19 to 80, with the average being 40 years, 

demonstrating the range in age groups enjoying recreation at or around the Project. 

• Most visitors were local to the region. 

• The top two suggestions from online survey participants were (1) better and more public 

access and (2) improvements to the portages. 

• The aesthetic study found that the optimal time for viewing the Project spillway and 

bypass reach is late October and early November when leaves are changing colors and 

falling. The fall colors, along with the open views of the spillway, create optimal 

aesthetic conditions. 

• Due to the nature of run-of-river project operations and a limited operating band in the 

reservoir, recreation flow releases are not feasible downstream of the Project2.  

• The potential for recreation enhancements within the Project boundary was characterized 

as limited due to the steep nature of the surrounding terrain and private landowner, 

railroad, and public access constraints. 

Photographs of Project recreation facilities taken during the Recreation Facilities Inventory and 

Condition Assessment (2020)3 are provided in Appendix A. For additional details about the relicensing 

Recreation Study, refer to the Project Recreation Study Report (Final License Application, Volume II, 

Part 1, Book 2, Appendix G4). 

During the relicensing study, stakeholders advocated for the development of take-out (in the reservoir) 

and put-in (in the bypass reach) access points along the right-descending side of the Roanoke River. 

However, due to extremely steep terrain and land ownership constraints, this location is not cost-

effective or feasible. Additionally, the portage trail would be longer and more difficult for boaters to 

traverse than the existing portage along the left bank. 

3.2 Roanoke River Greenway Extension 

Although not a part of the relicensing Recreation Study, extending the existing greenway along the 

Project boundary is an on-going interest to stakeholders. At the time of this RMP, Roanoke County 

and the Roanoke Valley Greenway Commission are working with local stakeholders to determine the 

proposed greenway alignment. Roanoke Valley Greenway Commission maintains relevant information 

and latest updates can be found online or by contacting them. 

Portions of the proposed extension are within and adjacent to the Project boundary. Appalachian is 

supportive of Roanoke County’s efforts to extend the greenway and will continue efforts to support 

access across Project lands as feasible and in accordance with the FERC License. When the 

proposed greenway alignment is finalized and agreed upon by stakeholders, including Appalachian, 

 

2 As required by the FERC license and the Virginia Water Protection Permit, Appalachian provides minimum flow 

releases to the bypass reach of 45 cubic ft per second (cfs) from January to June and 30 cfs from July to 
December. 

3 Young Energy Services (2020). Niagara Hydroelectric Project (P-2466). Recreation Facilities Inventory and 
Condition Assessments. 

4 https://elibrary.ferc.gov/eLibrary/filelist?accession_num=20220228-5371 
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granting such access may require updates to the RMP and prior notification to and approval by FERC 

for non-Project use of Project lands.  

4 Existing Recreation Facilities 
The Roanoke River is an important recreation amenity and natural resource in Roanoke County, 

providing opportunities for canoeing, kayaking, tubing, wading, wildlife viewing, fishing, hiking, biking, 

and exploring nearby trails. Roanoke County is well-known for its recreation opportunities, and the 

County prioritizes the growth of current and future recreational opportunities. Recreation facilities at or 

in the immediate vicinity of the Project are depicted on Figure 25. 

The Project has one FERC-approved public recreation area that is maintained by Appalachian, which 

is the Canoe Portage. The Canoe Portage is open to the public and operates free of charge, year-

round, from dawn until dusk. Additional non-Project public recreation facilities or informal access areas 

in the vicinity of the Project boundary are managed by other entities. Project and Non-Project 

recreation facilities are described below, and locations are shown on Figure 2.  

The Canoe Portage is operated and maintained by Appalachian and includes a take-out point on the 

left-descending side of the reservoir (upstream of the boat barrier), consisting of steps installed by 

Appalachian in 2014, a crushed stone surface, and a gravel maintenance road connecting to a put-in 

point downstream of the dam adjacent to the Blue Ridge Parkway bridge on the left riverbank. The 

trail provides safe passage around the dam for those wishing to paddle the short reach downstream 

to the Rutrough Road access or Smith Mountain Lake. The Canoe Portage is only formally publicly 

accessible by water. Table 1 provides a summary of existing Canoe Portage features.  

The upstream take-out and portions of the portage trail are on land owned by Norfolk Southern Railway 

(previously Norfolk and Western Railway Company) and leased to Appalachian. The downstream put-

in is currently located on NPS property6. (Figure 3) 

 

5 Figure 2 is up to date at the time of the RMP. 

6 Appalachian will be relocating the put-in as described in Section 5.3. 



Appalachian Power Company | Niagara Hydroelectric Project  
Recreation Management Plan  

 

Page | 10 

Table 1. Niagara Canoe Portage Take-Out – Existing Features 

Item Description 

Location Off Niagara Road, Vinton, VA (37°15'18.91"N, 79°52'29.32"W) 

Facility Type Canoe Portage: the take-out includes four wooden steps and a rope handrail. 

Approximately 1,600-ft of gravel trail connect the take-out above the dam and the 

put-in below dam; used to hand-carry canoes and kayaks.  

Fee No 

Manager Appalachian 

Parking No 

ADA*/Accessibility No 

Other Amenities Eight signs 

*ADA=American with Disabilities Act. 

 

As discussed in the 2021 Recreation Study report, non-Project public recreation facilities nearby that 

provide recreation opportunities on the Roanoke River include: 

1. A canoe launch located on Tinker Creek (Tinker Creek Canoe Launch), upstream of Niagara 

dam, which is maintained by the Town of Vinton. The launch provides a concrete boat ramp, 

canoe rack, informational kiosk, paved parking lot with handicapped spaces, and a picnic area. 

2. The Roanoke River Overlook and Trail, which is owned and managed by the NPS as part of 

the Blue Ridge Parkway. The trail begins at the NPS Roanoke River Overlook and extends 

into the Niagara bypass reach. It provides a short-inclined walk, bird watching, view of the dam 

and bypass, and access to fishing or paddling in the bypass reach. 

3. A canoe/kayak launch/take-out located at the terminus of Rutrough Road (i.e., Rutrough Point) 

within Explore Park is owned and maintained by Roanoke County, approximately 3 miles 

downstream of the Project powerhouse. 
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Figure 2. Existing Recreation Facilities at the Niagara Project 

 



Appalachian Power Company | Niagara Hydroelectric Project  
Recreation Management Plan  

 

Page | 12 

 

Figure 3. Existing Niagara Portage and Land Ownership 

5 Proposed Enhancements 
Based on the findings of the Recreation Study and consultation with Project stakeholders, Appalachian 

has identified improvements to the Canoe Portage Trail, take-out, and put-in as further described 

below. Appalachian will notify relevant state agencies, Roanoke County, and the Roanoke River 

Blueway Committee 30 days prior to portage closures due to construction and enhancement activities. 

5.1 Canoe Portage 

The Canoe Portage is maintained by Appalachian. Site constraints that limit potential access to 

amenities at this facility include no direct public access by land, existing railroad right-of-way, limited 

land ownership, and steep terrain. A summary of existing features at this site is provided in Table 1 

and photographs are provided in Appendix A.  

Enhancements identified for the Canoe Portage are listed in Table 2 and include replacing the existing 

take-out with an 8-ft-wide concrete ramp and concrete pad, shoreline stabilization (rip-rap), and 

planted trees. The trail would be cleared, re-graded and new crushed stone added. New and 
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refurbished signage will also be installed at the take-out and along the portage trail. Preliminary 

conceptual plans of the proposed Canoe Portage improvements are provided in Appendix B. Note that 

final plans may include modifications (e.g., incorporation of a bulkhead along the riverward side of the 

concrete pad and ramp). 

Table 2. Niagara Canoe Take-out and Portage Trail – Proposed Enhancements and Estimated 
Schedule* 

Proposed Enhancement (by Appalachian) 
Estimated Timeframe for 

Completion 

Engineering and Design 
Within 6 months of FERC RMP 

Approval 

Permitting and consultation (upon completion of engineering and 

design 
12 months 

Improvements to take-out: concrete ramp and pad to replace 

existing steps; bank stabilization [upon issuance of permit(s)] 
12 months 

Improvements to portage trail: clearing, grading, crushed stone 

(upon completion of take-out improvements) 
6 months 

Site clean-up and landscaping (upon completion of portage trail 

improvements) 
3 months 

Replace/refurbish existing FERC Project signage (in conjunction 

with site clean-up and landscaping) 
3 months 

Install additional signage providing emergency contact information  

(in conjunction with above signage) 
3 months 

*Separate schedule for Canoe/Kayak Put-in included in Appendix C. 

5.2 Information and Signage 

Appalachian will design and install additional signs as follows: 

• Replace/refurbish a new sign with Niagara Project information, FERC license project number, 
and Licensee contact information in conformance with FERC’s recreational signage 
requirements at 18 C.F.R § 8.2 

• Design and install one new sign with emergency contact information at the canoe portage 
take-out. 

• Replace/refurbish a sign identifying the canoe portage take-out. 

• Design and install a sign identifying the path for the Canoe Portage. 

• Design and install a new sign or content for the existing kiosk at the Tinker Creek Canoe 
Launch about the Niagara Canoe Portage and recreation opportunities associated with the 
Project. 

Appendix A provides an example of the existing signage at the Project. Signage will comply with 

FERC’s recreational signage requirements as set forth at 18 CFR§8.2, and additional safety-related 

signage will be maintained, as necessary, in accordance with the Project’s Public Safety Plan. 

Proposed signage for the proposed Canoe/Kayak Put-In Facility is discussed in Appendix C. 
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5.3 Canoe/Kayak Put-In Facility 

Improvements are also proposed at the downstream canoe put-in, as required by Article 409 of the 

new license. Appalachian has developed and provided the Canoe/Kayak Put-In Facility Plan in 

Appendix C. The Canoe/Kayak Put-In Facility Plan includes a summary of existing features and 

enhancements for the proposed facility. A photograph of the existing site is provided in Appendix A. A 

concept drawing for proposed recreation improvements is provided in Appendix B.  

6 Additional Project Recreation 

Enhancements  

6.1 Public Website 

Appalachian currently provides real-time forebay elevations for the Project on its Hydro Plant Levels 

& Flows website7. Real-time tailwater elevations and river flows are available (via interactive 

hydrograph) at the National Water Prediction Service webpage for Roanoke River at Niagara8. 

Appalachian will develop and maintain a public website for information related the Project recreation 

facilities. The website will also provide information about recreational opportunities in the Project area, 

including Tinker Creek Canoe Launch, Roanoke River Overlook and Trail, and Explore Park. 

Appalachian will develop the public website within one year of FERC’s approval of the RMP.  

6.2 River Clean-Up Events 

Appalachian will continue to participate in and promote periodic upstream water- or land-based river 

clean-up events led by other organizations along the Roanoke River. Stakeholders may reach out to 

the Appalachian contact listed on the public website to schedule river clean-up events. Additionally, 

the new portage take-out is designed to improve river access for periodic debris removal. 

7 Recreation Use Monitoring and Reporting 
Appalachian will conduct recreation use monitoring at the Project five years after license issuance 

(i.e., in 2030), and then every 10 years thereafter for the term of the new license (i.e., in 2040, 2050, 

and 2060) in accordance with Article 408. Recreation use monitoring will include visitor surveys and 

spot counts at the Project recreation facility during a 30-day period during the peak recreational months 

(April-June), comparable to the methodology used during relicensing (Recreation Study Report, Final 

License Application, Volume II, Part 1, Book 2, Appendix G). Appalachian may, in consultation with 

and with concurrence from organizations listed in Section 9, modify methods over the license term 

based on the results of monitoring conducted under this RMP or availability of new technologies.  

 

7 https://www.aep.com/recreation/hydro/ 

8 https://water.noaa.gov/gauges/02056000 
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Data will be analyzed to understand recreational use levels, the condition of Project recreation 

facilities, and user satisfaction levels. Within 60 days of the conclusion of the data collection effort, 

Appalachian will provide a draft report to the organizations listed in Section 9 for a 30-day review 

period. Article 408 requires Appalachian to file the recreation use monitoring report with FERC within 

90 days of the conclusion of the monitoring period. However, Appalachian proposes to file the 

recreation use monitoring report with FERC within six months of the conclusion of monitoring efforts, 

to allow sufficient time for data analysis, report development, and stakeholder consultation. 

Appalachian will incorporate comments it receives and file a report with FERC within six months of the 

conclusion of recreation monitoring.  

At a minimum, the report will include: (1) monitoring data and analysis results; (2) stakeholder 

comments; (3) a summary of stakeholder consultation efforts; and (4) a description of proposed 

improvements or changes to Project recreation facilities, if any. 

8 Modifications to the Recreation 

Management Plan 
Modifications to this RMP, including the schedule and proposals outlined herein will be submitted to 

the stakeholders listed in Section 9 for a 30-day review period prior to filing a revised RMP with FERC 

for approval. Appalachian will include documentation of stakeholder consultation with its final RMP 

filed with FERC. 

Prior to installing structures and/or providing enhancements other than signage or minor replacements 

of existing amenities, design details (as applicable) for Project recreation facilities will be submitted to 

FERC for approval.  

9 Consultation 
On January 26, 2026, the draft RMP was distributed to the following Project stakeholders for a 30-day 

review and comment period: 

• NPS 

• U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 

• VDWR 

• VDCR 

• Roanoke County 

• Town of Vinton 

• City of Roanoke 

• Roanoke Valley Greenway Commission 

• Roanoke River Blueway Committee of the Roanoke Valley-Alleghany Regional Commission 

• Roanoke Outside Foundation 

• Friends of the Rivers of Virginia (FORVA) 
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Comment letters were received by Roanoke Outside Foundation, the Town of Vinton, the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service, NPS, Roanoke County, and the Roanoke River Blueway Committee. These 

comment letters are included in Appendix D. This final RMP has been updated to address comments 

where applicable and a comment response table is also included in Appendix D. 
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Existing Portage Put-In at Roanoke River Downstream of Powerhouse 
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