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STEP 1:
Launch Location

STEP 2:
User Assessment

STEP 3:
Launch Development 

Considerations

To create an effective and sustainable launch, consider the following: launch 
location and the characteristics of the water body;the types of users 
accessing the launch and the craft they will use;and the permits and 
fundraising efforts needed to move the project forward.
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Step 1: Launch Location
Assessing Your Site Options

43

Launch Location: Bodies of Water

Design for Environmentally Sensitive Areas

Design for Fluctuating Water Levels



PREPARE TO LAUNCH! 

2

river-management.org
nps.gov/rtca

THREE STEPS TO A DESIRED LAUNCHUpdated ςApril 2018

Launch Location: Site Characteristics

Whether or not a launch will be 
effective and provide sustainable 
access depends largely upon its 
location; the characteristics of the 
water body (which may change 
between launch points); how the 
launch is used; and the skill and 
expectation of users.

Access is preferable in areas featuring:
Å Low exposure to strong currents 

and wind such as an eddy, or in a 
cove or inlet

Å No physical barrierssuch as dams 
or  weirs

Å Distance from other boat traffic, so 
that paddlers do not have to cross 
heavy traffic areas 

Å Adequate water levels 
Å Good water quality
Å Little lateral movement that could 

erode the riverbank
Å Visibility from both river and shore

44

Exposure to unsafe, unpredictable high flows that do not 
support boaters any time of the year. 
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Launch Location: Bodies of Water
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Launch Location: Rivers

Building an effective launch will 
ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 
characteristics and on a range of 
topographic, ecological, and climatic 
factors. Stream channel patterns are 
impacted by stream flows, sediment 
deposition, climatic conditions, and 
landforms. Bank erosion rates, bed 
stability, slopes, riparian vegetation 
ŀƴŘ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ŀ ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ 
structure and behavior. Similarly, no 
two points along a river are the same. 
Rivers change character along their 
courses and over time; occurrences on 
one segment affect what happens 
downstream. 
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Rivers: Aerial View of River Morphology 
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Rivers: Morphology

Areas of heavy flow should be avoided as they will cause wearing on the site over time and can be 
hazardous to paddlers. Having some movement in the water, however, may prevent excessive 
sediment accumulation that could cause a canoe or kayak to get stuck. Ideally, there would be a 
moderate level of deposition that forms a natural beach area suitable for launching. 

Federal and state government agencies, such as U.S Geological Survey, the U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, and state water surveys, can usually provide information on average water levels. These 
are important statistics to know before constructing a launch on any site.

Meander bends on large floodplain rivers may be 
temporary features, given the dynamic nature of 
flows; therefore, launch design should take into 
account possible channel migration over time. 
Aerial photos over a period of years may be 
available from the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) 
and can be helpful resources in analyzing channel 
migration. 
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Rivers: Least Suitable River Launch Site 

The steep banks of this stream make it the least suitable site for a launch, as it would be 
vulnerable to a great deal of erosion of the already unstable surface. If there is no other site 
option, an elevated launch design will help you bypass the unstable surface.
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Rivers: Ideal River Launch Site

This is an example of 
ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭ ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 
ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΩ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ǎƛǘŜ ƻƴ 
a river. The gradual 
slope on the left side 
of this diagram 
provides easy access at 
various water levels. 
Gradual slopes also 
provide easy access for 
wheel chairs as long as 
the surface is stable. 
Vegetative buffers on 
both river banks help 
prevent erosion.  
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Launch Location: Whitewater

Å This guide uses whitewater as Class I 
and higher rapids. See the definition by 
American ²ƘƛǘŜǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ Whitewater 
Safety Code and International Scale of 
River Difficulty. 

Å A river rating takes into account many 
factors including the difficulty of 
individual rapids, remoteness, hazards, 
etc; similar to how a whitewater launch 
should consider those same factors.

Å Due to seasonal changes or dam 
releases, some rivers experience 
dramatic differences in flow and water 
levels. These rivers require launch areas 
that can withstand extreme fluctuations 
and accommodate paddlers in a wide 
range of circumstances.
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http://www.americanwhitewater.org/content/Wiki/safety:start#vi._international_scale_of_river_difficulty
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Whitewater: Example 1 

Access on whitewater rivers is preferable 
near eddies or calmer sections. Natural 
shoreline areas that can be reinforced 
easily and inexpensively are typically the 
best places to launch.

Consider the type of craft, number and 
types of people who will use your 
ƭŀǳƴŎƘΦ  ! рΩ ǿƛŘǘƘ ǇŀǘƘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ 
appropriate for use by paddlers carrying 
ǎƘƻǊǘ ƪŀȅŀƪǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǊŀŦǘŜǊǎ Ƴŀȅ ƴŜŜŘ мнΩ 
to accommodate people carrying boats 
from both sides.  Multiple groups 
beginning or ending multi-day trips 
require a considerably  wide launch area.

Level beaches, flat rock outcrops, and 
sturdy banks may be sufficient. 
Structures such as concrete stairs may 
need to be designed to withstand heavy 
flows and ice without causing erosion. 
Concrete or other material can be used 
to divert runoff from a launch area.
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Concrete Staircases on the South Platte River, CO












































































































