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The planning process for the Green River Blueways Water Trail plan began in June 2013 when 

representatives from various agencies and local governments gathered to discuss the possibility of 

developing a Blueways Water Trail.  The initial conversation was championed by Butler County 

Judge/Executive David Fields, who envisioned the development of this natural resource for the counties 

in the Barren River Area Development District (BRADD). 

Attending the first session were representatives from the BRADD, Mammoth Cave National Park, 

Western Kentucky University, Kentucky Division of Water, Kentucky Fish & Wildlife, NCRS/USDA, the 

Nature Conservancy, and local government officials.  Once the meeting was convened, a discussion was 

initiated to extend the project to include the full length of the river and not just for the BRADD region.  

Agreement was reached to seek to develop a Blueways Water Trail for the full 383 miles of the Green 

River and to obtain official designation as a National Water Trails System for portions of the Green River 

that achieve the National Water Trail System criteria.   

The BRADD, along with the collaborating agencies, requested assistance from the Rivers, Trails and 

Conservation Assistance Program through the National Park Service to begin the development of the 

Green River Blueway Water Trail Plan.  Through this assistance, the development of a Master Plan was 

initiated to establish goals, objectives and strategies in order to coordinate and guide river oriented 

development and tourism efforts along the 383-mile Green River. 

Later in the planning process in 2017, the planning team determined that it would be best to both 

consider the entire Green River in this plan, but to also divide the Green River into three sections: the 

Upper Green, the Middle Green, and the Lower Green.   Green River Dam and the Rochester Dam would 

be the demarcation points between sections.  The Green River upstream from the Green River Dam 

would comprise the Upper Green Section.  The Green River downstream from Green River Dam to the 

Rochester Dam would form the Middle Green Section.  And the Green River section from Rochester Dam 

to the confluence with the Ohio River would be the Lower Green Section.  Having three sections of the 

Green River would be more practical for communities to work together to make progress in 

implementing the master plan objectives.   

Consequently, it is recommended that working committees be established with key community and 

stakeholder groups in the three river sections.  While there was support and interest amongst 

stakeholder groups in all three river sections, the Middle Green Section attracted the most interest and 

established a Middle Green Committee to further plan implementation.  It is recommended that the 

other two river sections consider establishing an organizational structure or working committee to 

likewise champion plan implementation.   

Although the three implementation committees may work autonomously in large part, it would be 

advantageous to coordinate some efforts for the entire river.  In particular, there may be plan 

implementation action efforts that encompass the entire length of the river and would therefore be 

appropriate to coordinate with all three working committees once they are in place (i.e. such as 

developing a branding logo). 
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An identified outcome of the Green River Blueways Water Trail Master Plan is to seek official 
designation as a National Water Trails System.  The program is administered by the National Park 
Service (NPS) through the Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance Program and the National Trails 
System.  There are three primary goals of the National Water Trails System:  

o Establish a national system of exemplary water trails. 
o Become a catalyst for protecting and restoring the health of local waterways and surrounding 

lands. 
o Build a community that mentors and promotes the development of water trails and shares best 

management practice.  

Local management groups can obtain official designation as a Blueways Water Trail by submitting an 

application to NPS.  A Water Trail must meet four identified criteria:  

o The trail (and its access points) must be open to public use and be designed, constructed, and 

maintained according to best management practices, in keeping with the anticipated use.  

o The trail is in compliance with applicable land use plans and environmental laws. 

o The trail will be open for public use for at least 10 consecutive years after designation.  

o The trail designation must be supported by the landowner(s), public or private, on which access 

points exist.  

A water trail must also incorporate the following best management practices:  

o Recreation Opportunities:  Public access points have been secured and are labelled in a way 
that allows for use to participate in a variety of outdoor activities.  

o Education:  The trail is used to disseminate knowledge about the value of water resources, 
cultural heritage, boating skills, and outdoor ethics.  

o Conservation:  A water trail system will be used to improve conservation efforts and protect the 
natural environment.  

o Community Support:  Stakeholders from both the public and private sector have worked 
together to support the development and maintenance of the water trail.  

o Public Information:  Information related to the water trail has been made available to the 
public.  

o Trail Maintenance:  There is an identified plan to maintain investment in the water trail.  

o Planning:  A process has occurred by which stakeholders have met to determine a vision for the 
future of water trail, and has identified actionable strategies to fulfill that vision.  

As development of the Green River Blueways Water Trail continues, it is imperative the goals, criteria, 

and best management practices outlined in the National Water Trails System application package are 

pursued.  Official designation has major advantages for the Green River, the counties along the Green, 

ŀƴŘ YŜƴǘǳŎƪȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜΦ  ¢ƘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΩǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƴ wƛǾŜǊ .ƭǳŜǿŀȅǎ 

Water Trail application would provide nationwide visibility, new marketing opportunities, and technical 

assistance and support for future endeavors from the NPS and local management groups for Blueways 

Water Trails across the country.  Most importantly, fulfillment of these goals indicate that the Blueways 

project has successfully brought togetƘŜǊ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ YŜƴǘǳŎƪȅΩǎ 

natural environment and development of its economy. 
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The formal designation of the Green River as a National Water Trail will require preparation and 

submission of an application once the criteria have been achieved.  It is recommended that the three 

planning regions champion efforts in the years ahead to obtain National Water Trail designation for one 

or more sections of the Green River.  Much of the information in this plan can be used to support a 

National Water Trail application, though additional requirements will be needed.  A recommended 

approach is to identify sections of the Green River that have the most potential to attain a National 

Water Trail designation by one or more of the three three working committees., It may also be 

advantageous to include key tributaries that would contribute to the goals of a National Water Trail. 

 

 

The Green River is a tributary of the Ohio River and is the most biologically diverse branch of the Ohio 

River system.  The Green River Basin is illustrated in Figure 1.  The largest river basin within Kentucky, 

the Green drains an area over 9,200 square miles in size as it meanders from east to west for over 300 

miles through south central Kentucky. 

 

The river begins in Lincoln County, the eastern-most part of the basin, and then winds across the Knobs 

of Kentucky to the Green River Lake, an 8,200-acre man-made lake bordered on the western shore by 

the Green River Lake State Park.  Beyond the lake, the river passes through the cities of Greensburg and 

Munfordville before entering Mammoth Cave National Park and on to the Rochester Dam.  This area of 

the river offers several boat ramps and facilities that cater to both non-motorized and motorized 

watercraft. 

 

While the upper half of the river has a more wild and natural character suitable for non-motorized 

watercraft such as canoes and kayaks, the portion downstream from the Rochester Dam to the Ohio 

River, has limited commercial vessel and powerboat usage. 

 

This project covers the entire 300 plus mile span of the Green River, which travels across 16 counties in 

Kentucky through the length of Mammoth Cave National Park in Edmonson and Hart Counties.  The 

project crosses through five Area Development Districts (Bluegrass, Lake Cumberland, Barren River, 

Pennyrile and Green River). 
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The project looks at the river as a whole and creates a plan for development along the river.  The Plan 

takes inventory of existing facilities and helps to begin planning and seeking resources for additional 

facilities and recreational areas along the Green River. 

For purposes of the study and implementation of proposed recommendations, the Blueways Planning 

Committee divided the planning area into three sections:  East (Lincoln County headwater to the Green 

River Dam), Central (Green River Dam to the Rochester Dam) and West (Rochester Dam to the Ohio 

River).  Within the Plan, information is presented in a format that follows the flow of the river from east 

to west. 

 

Lock & Dams 

There were six old lock and dam structures located on the Green River that were authorized for 

navigation  and one earthen dam (Green River Lake Dam) constructed for flood control.  Some of the 

structures date back to the ƳƛŘ муллΩǎΦ  All facilities are owned and administered by the U.S. Army Corps 

of Engineers (USACE).  Of the locks and dams (L&D), only two are in operation (1 and 2) and the 

remaining locks and dams (3, 4, 5, and 6) were deactivated.   L&D 6 breached and has been removed.  

Even though the remaining sites are no longer in use, the USACE still has administrative accountability 

for the properties and must periodically inspect and report on the facilities, which requires federal 
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funding.  The location of these structures are shown in Figure 2 and a brief description of each structure 

is listed below. 

 

 
o Green River Lock and Dam 1, located near Henderson in Henderson County, was constructed 

beginning in 1954 and placed in operation in 1956.  The facility is still used for navigation. 

o Green River Lock and Dam 2, located near Calhoun in McLean County, was constructed beginning in 

1954 and place in operation in 1956.  The facility is still used for navigation. 

o Green River Lock and Dam 3, located near Rochester in Butler County, was built between 1833 and 

1838 and was acquired by the federal government in 1895.  The lock was closed to navigation in 

1981 and placed in caretaker status. 

o Green River Lock and Dam 4, located at Woodbury in Butler County, failed in May 1965 and was 

closed to navigation.  The property and buildings were deeded to the City of Woodbury, which 

ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŜƴ wƛǾŜǊ aǳǎŜǳƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎƪƳŀǎǘŜǊΩs house.  The majority of the dam is gone due 

to the breach, and the lock remains in various states of deterioration and poses a significant safety 

hazard to park visitors.  Remnants of the dam remain, but do not have a significant effect on the 

pool and are not considered a safety hazard. 

o Green River Locks and Dam 5, located in Butler and Warren Counties.  The original lock was 

constructed in 1900 but was removed in 1934, when a new lock and dam was built and put into 
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operation.  The locks were deactivated in August 1951.  The lock and dams are stable and in good 

condition. 

o Green River Lock and Dam 6, located at Brownsville in Edmonson County, breached in November 

2016, resulting in the pool of water behind it dropping nearly 7 feet.  The breach caused nearly 8 

miles of the Green River to flow naturally for the first time in over a century.  A decision was made 

to remove the structure due to safety concerns, since it presented a danger to canoeists and 

kayakers.  The removal was completed in August 2017, allowing the water to resort to its natural 

characteristics as a free flowing river and provide conditions for the return of aquatic habitats and 

species, especially endangered mussels.  A new gravel parking area and boat ramp has been 

constructed at the site by the Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife. 

o Green River Lake Dam, located in Taylor County, is an earthen dam constructed for flood control. 

Construction began in 1964 and was completed in 1969.  The Green River Lake State Park, consisting 

of 1,331 acres, is located on the western shore of the lake.  There are several Wildlife Management 

Areas administered by the Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources at the lake.  Overall 

management of the lake project is administered by the Corps of Engineers. 

The Army Corps of Engineers completed the Green River Locks and Dams 3 through 6 and Barren River 

Lock and Dam 1 Disposition study in 2014 which recommended to Congress deauthorization of 

commercial navigation at these facilities. Section 1315 of the Water Infrastructure Improvements for the 

Nation Act (WIIN), also referred to as Section 1315 of the Water Resources Development Act (WRDA) of 

2016 deauthorized commercial navigation at the facilities and directed transfer of each site to non-

federal entities.  

Section 1315 specifically directed that Green River Lock and Dam 3 be transferred to the Rochester Dam 

Regional Water Commission and remaining USACE land holdings at Green River Lock and Dam 4 be 

transferred to Butler County, KY. 

 Lock and Dam 5 
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Green River Lock and Dam 5 was directed to be transferred to the Commonwealth of Kentucky, a 

political subdivision of the State of Kentucky, or a nonprofit, nongovernmental organization for purposes 

of removing the lock and dam and making the associated land available for conservation and public 

recreation, including river access.  

Green River Lock and Dam 6 was directed to be transferred to the Commonwealth of Kentucky, for use 

by the Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources, for purposes of removing the lock and dam 

and making the associated land available for conservation and public recreation, including river access. A 

small parcel on the left descending bank at was directed for transfer to Mammoth Cave National Park 

Located on the Barren River, not far from the confluence with the Green River, Barren River Lock and 

Dam 1 (BRLD1) was directed to be transferred to the State (Commonwealth) of Kentucky, for the use of 

the Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources of the State of Kentucky, for purposes of removing the 

lock and dam and making the associated land available for conservation and public recreation, including 

river access.      

The Army Corps of Engineers is currently in the process of transferring these facilities as directed in 

WRDA 2016.  

There is great interest in removing dams and repurposing lands associated with each site in order to 

provide beneficial public greenspace.  Removal of some of these structures would provide considerable 

ecosystem restoration.  Removal would also improve safety and increase access to the river for canoers 

and kayakers due to the elimination of the hazards presented by an obsolete dam. 

If implemented, dam removal will positively impact a widely-embraced effort to boost eco-tourism and 

recreational canoeing and kayaking opportunities on the Green and Barren Rivers.  This will provide 

direct economic benefits in a region needing quality economic development.  Several interested parties 

are actively pursuing federal, state, and private sources of funding for removal. 

 
Natural Environment 
 
The flowing water of the Green River is the most dominant force shaping the regional landscape, 

characterized by deep valleys and well-incised meanders cutting through the terrain.  The Green River is 

an ancient channel, predating the earliest cave development.  Ultimately, caves drain to the Green River 

creating important springs.  The cave streams in the park are designated Outstanding National Resource 

²ŀǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŘǊŀƛƴŀƎŜ ōŀǎƛƴǎ, which extend beyond the pŀǊƪΩǎ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΣ are 

designated as Outstanding State Resource Waters.  The Green River is designated as an Outstanding 

State Resource Water and a state Wild River, providing significant scenic and recreational opportunities.  

Historically, more than 70 mussel species inhabited Green River.  Today that number has been reduced 

by approximately 20 species, and many of those remaining are imperiled.  Even so, Green River still 

holds one of the most diverse populations of mussels in the eastern United States.  Approximately 150 

species of freshwater fish are known to live in the Green River. 

The Green River is the master stream controlling the geologic development of Mammoth Cave and its 

karst ecosystem.  Springs along the Green River provide opportunities to experience the intersection 

between the surface and subsurface environments.  Within the park, the Green River bisects two 
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physiographic regions and supports one of the most biodiverse aquatic communities in North America. 

The scenic Green River provides significant opportunities for scientific study and recreation within the 

forested karst landscape. 

Mammoth Cave National Park 

Mammoth Cave National Park is composed of approximately 52,830 acres in Edmonson, Hart, and 

Barren counties.  Named for ǘƘŜ ŜƴƻǊƳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ άƳŀƳƳƻǘƘέ ǎǳōǘŜǊǊŀƴŜŀƴ Ǿŀǳƭǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭŜŘ 

extent of its passages, Mammoth Cave is the longest known cave system in the world with over 400 

miles surveyed to date.  The purpose of Mammoth Cave National Park is to preserve, protect, interpret, 

and study the internationally recognized biological and geologic features and processes associated with 

the longest known cave system in the world.   

Explorers continue to discover the secrets of Mammoth Cave, and visitors continue to be attracted to its 

diversity, beauty, and mystery, as they have been since prehistory.  Its caves, scenic river valleys, bluffs, 

forests, and abundant wildlife draw visitors to the park.  The park offers ranger-led cave tours and 

surface walks, camping, hiking, horseback riding, bicycling, scenic drives, canoeing and kayaking, fishing, 

accessible trails, and picnicking. This breadth of activities is available because Mammoth Cave National 

Park is a park on two levelsτreclaimed hardwood forest and winding riverways above and complex cave 

systems below. 

aŀƳƳƻǘƘ /ŀǾŜΩǎ ŎŀǾŜǊƴƻǳǎ ƭƛƳŜǎǘƻƴŜ ƻǊ άƪŀǊǎǘέ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŘǊŀǿ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ  In karst terrain, 

everything that happens on the surface affects the caves belowτsurface and subsurface are intricately 

bound together, and water is the binding thread through all aspects of the park.  Rainwater enters the 

underground river system through cracks, crevices and thousands of sinkholes, some up to 10 miles 

outside the park boundary, and eventually emerges through springs into the Green River.  Over millions 

of years, water has slowly cut and dissolved its way deeper into the landscape, leaving upper levels of 

dry cave behind.  Underground rivers at the water table are still carving new passages today.  A myriad 

of related geologic processes contribute to the formation of not only the extensive Mammoth Cave / 

Flint Ridge/Roppel Cave system, but also to hundreds of smaller caves in the park as well as numerous 

other karst features.  Within the subterranean spaces, the interplay of water and mineral has produced 

remarkable formations in stone, some of them breathtaking in their beauty and fragility. 

As with the Green River in general, Mammoth Cave National Park has one of the most biologically 

diverse river systems in the nation, which supports one of the most diverse fish and invertebrate faunas 

ƛƴ bƻǊǘƘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭƻƴƎŜǎǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŎŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ плл ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǾŜǎ 

that contain features that are superlative examples of their types.  The park has one of the highest 

diversities of cave-ŀŘŀǇǘŜŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŎŀǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ƪŀǊǎǘ 

features are superb, with textbook examples of the karst process including drainage systems, vast 

recharge areas, sinkholes, and complex networks of conduits and springs.  For more than 200 years, the 

cave system has been a laboratory for multiple disciplines and has served to explain fundamental 

principles of speleology, hydrology, cave biology and cave archeology. 

9ǾŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭƻƴƎŜǎǘ cave system, the land within Mammoth Cave National Park would 

merit national park status simply for its extraordinary density and diversity of plant and animal life.  

Mammoth Cave is recognized as having one of the most diverse karst biota in the world, including more 
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than 40 species that spend their entire life in the cave and almost 100 others that can readily be found 

in the caves. 

The mosaic of habitats and diversity of forests types, grasslands, and caves supports more than 70 

threatened, endangered, or state-listed species.  Of the more than 130 species of fauna within the 

parkΩǎ caves, some are known to exist only within the Mammoth Cave area, such as the federally 

endangered Kentucky cave shrimp.  There are 13 species of bats, including 3 federally endangered 

species.  The Green and Nolin rivers possess some of the most diverse fish (82 species) and invertebrate 

fauna (51 species of mussels, including 7 federally endangered species) populations in North America.  

The combination of the topographic variety associated with the karst landscape and the temperate 

climate of the region provides a number of ecological niches that support an exceptionally diverse 

assemblage of more than 1,300 vascular flora species, including unusual communities. 

 

International Significance of the Mammoth Cave National Park Area 
 
The cultural and natural resources protected within Mammoth Cave National Park are national 

treasures.  In recognition of these world-class resources, the park has received two international 

designationsτ Mammoth Cave National Park is both a United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage Site and the core of an International Biosphere Reserve, 

primarily due to its globally significant karst resources.  In 1981, UNESCO designated Mammoth Cave as 

a World Heritage Site.  In 1990, the Mammoth Cave Area International Biosphere Reserve was 

designated to include all park acreage along with portions of six counties that total 909,328 acres.  The 

outer transition zone of the Mammoth Cave Area Biosphere Reserve includes the Green River in Hart, 

Edmonson, Butler, and Warren Counties. 
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Attractions and Recreational Opportunities 

The Green River is located in an area that is blessed with many natural and man-made attractions.   In 

addition to Mammoth Cave, within the Green River Basin are located four US Corps of Engineers lakes, 

which are popular with recreational boaters and also provide amenities for hiking, camping, fishing and 

other recreational opportunities.  State Parks are located at all  four lakes, two of which are resort parks, 

which provide lodging, campgrounds and restaurants, in addition to a greater variety of recreational 

amenities.   However, the lakes are owned and administered by the USACE and are not state parks. The 

area also has numerous bicycle routes that are near the proposed blueways water trail.  Figure 3 

identifies recreational and tourism opportunities along the Green River. 

 

Population 

Appendix 1 details the population and projections for Kentucky, all counties along the Green River, and 

the Area Development Districts.  These sixteen counties have a 2010 Census population of 520,284.  

Warren and Daviess Counties, with a combined 210,448 population, account for 40% of the total.  

Located in these counties are the cities of Bowling Green and Owensboro, which respectively are the 

third and fourth largest cities in Kentucky. 

Between 2010 and 2040 the Commonwealth is anticipated to experience a population growth of 12.6%.  

Similarly, the population of the sixteen county area is expected to increase by 12.2%.  Of the sixteen 

counties, eleven are projected to decline in population, which is consistent with the 66% projected 

decline in the combined 120 Commonwealth counties.  These population declines can be attributed to 

the lack of job opportunities and the general decline in the quality of life in those communities. 

These projections highlight the importance of investing in community projects, such as outdoor 

recreational facilities, that will improve the quality of life that will appeal to families and individuals 

looking to relocate or improve the living conditions of current residents.  Quality of life is an important 

and effective selling point to build tourism, and retain and attract business and industries.  

 

Economy 
 
In the sixteen counties that the Green River passes through or borders, the poverty rate ranges from 

14.4 ς 28.8%, as noted in Appendix 2.  In most of those counties, the river passes through the poorest 

areas, offering low-income areas direct access to a recreation source and creates the potential for 

development and growth of local business.  The Green River flows through six Appalachian Regional 

Commission (ARC) counties.  Of those six ARC counties, three are considered economically distressed, 

and three are at risk of becoming distressed.  The project area is located in five Area Development 

Districts (ADDs), 

According to Kentucky Labor Market Information, the three most prominent industries in the counties 

along the Green River are manufacturing, retail trade, and accommodation and food services.  

Formalization of the Green River Blueways Water Trail presents the opportunity to expand upon 

industries well-established in the area and to provide diversification.  Increased traffic on the Green  
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