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A Short History of Water Trails   
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Why a Launch Guide? 
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Who Will Use Prepare to Launch? 



river-management.org 
nps.gov/rtca  

INTRODUCTION    PREPARE TO LAUNCH! 

 

• Understand Launch 
Locations  

• Address Users’ Launch 
Needs 

• Understand Launch 
Design Criteria  

• Promote Launch Projects 
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To help facility and trail planners, and park and recreation project leaders  
when planning, building, or updating access sites that are tailored to the 
needs of the canoeists, kayakers, tubers, stand-up paddlers, rowers, or small 
craft sailors. 
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How Was Prepare to Launch Developed? 



PREPARE TO LAUNCH!  

2 

river-management.org 
nps.gov/rtca  

THREE STEPS TO A DESIRED LAUNCH 
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Chapter 1. Characteristics of a  
   Launch Site 

– Minimal Construction 
Designs 

– Mat Launch Designs 
– User Accessibility 
– Site Location 

Appropriateness 
– Cost Considerations 
– Environmentally-Friendly 

  
 

 

Chapter 2.  Three Steps to a  
   Desired Launch 

– Step 1: Launch Location 
– Step 2: User Assessment  
– Step 3: Launch Development 

 
Chapter 3.  Launch Design Types 

– Minimal Construction Designs 
– Mat Launch Designs  
– Ramp Launch Designs  
– Stair Launch Designs 
– Dock/Pier Designs 
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What is in Prepare to Launch? 
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DESIRED LAUNCH CHARACTERISTICS 
 

User Accessibility  
 

Site Location 
Appropriateness 

Cost 
Considerations / 

Trade-offs 

Environmentally-
friendly  
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There are four primary questions to answer in determining a best-suited 
launch site: How will access be achieved? Which site location is most 
appropriate? What type of funding is available? Which environmental 
issues must be addressed?         
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A LAUNCH SITE  
 

User Accessibility: Broad + Practical 
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Accessible launch area in a dynamic river 
setting with high banks at the Charles City, 

Iowa waterfront. 

Ideal launch environment 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A LAUNCH SITE  
 

Site Location Appropriateness 
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Poor Design: Steep slope, rugged terrain Good Design: Wide, sturdy staircase 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A LAUNCH SITE  
 

Cost Considerations 

 
                   
        
   j     

12 

Natural Design -  most cost-effective, when possible. The more complex, the more expensive! 

Complexity 
 vs.  
Cost 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A LAUNCH SITE  
 

Environmentally-Friendly Launch Considerations 
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Existing Natural Site - Robinson Preserve, FL 
  

 
Photo Credit: Guidelines for Developing Non-motorized Boat Launches in Florida 

http://myfwc.com/boating/waterway/paddling-trails/
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THREE STEPS TO A DESIRED LAUNCH 
 

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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Presenter
Presentation Notes
QUESTION – should these be separated by commas or semi-colons?
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THREE STEPS TO A DESIRED LAUNCH 
 

Step 1: Launch Location 
Assessing Your Site Options 

15 

Launch Location: Bodies of Water 

Design for Environmentally Sensitive Areas 

Design for Fluctuating Water Levels 
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THREE STEPS TO A DESIRED LAUNCH 
 

Step 2: User Assessment 
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Types of Users and Watercraft 

 
Level of User Traffic 

 

Accessibility Needs 
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THREE STEPS TO A DESIRED LAUNCH 
 

Step 3: Launch Development Considerations 
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Permitting 

Funding Resources 

Professional Resources 



Docks / Piers 

Concrete Stairs 

Geotextile Mats 

Concrete Mats 

Natural Surfaces 

Wooden Stairs 

Floating 

Concrete Ramps 

Cantilevers 

Elevated Walkways 

Portages 

Many launch types are available to meet the needs of various environments. 
This section can help you choose the appropriate design and construction 
method for your site.  
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LAUNCH DESIGN TYPES 
 

Ramps 

Stairs 

Elevated 

Perfect for gradually sloped banks. Various materials 
are used depending on the desired or necessary 
characteristics of your site.  

On sites where the banks are too steep to access by a 
ramp, stairs are an appropriate launch option. 

Elevated launches can be used to bypass 
environmentally sensitive areas or areas of unstable 
ground. They are an appropriate choice for bulk-head 
banks as well.  

Launch Design Categories 
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LAUNCH DESIGN TYPES 
 

Natural Surfaces 

The simplest and most cost-effective 
launches require little or no construction. 
Paddlers may use natural features (e.g., 
riverbanks, rock outcrops, banks adjacent 
to bridges) or existing shorelines with 
decks, bulkheads or boardwalks. Any of 
these can suffice as long as currents in 
the area are relatively modest, water 
depth allows for stable launching without 
damage to boats, and the bank or shore is 
close (vertically, above) to the surface of 
the water. Paddlers must also have 
enough space to place their boats in the 
water and easily step in or out of them.  
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Advantages / Disadvantages 

Photo Examples 

Variations and Specifications 

Materials 
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Where to Find Prepare to Launch? 



22 

What Next? 
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THREE STEPS TO A DESIRED LAUNCH 
 


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Acknowledgements
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	User Accessibility: Broad + Practical
	Site Location Appropriateness
	Cost Considerations
	Environmentally-Friendly Launch Considerations
	Slide Number 14
	Step 1: Launch Location�Assessing Your Site Options
	Step 2: User Assessment��
	Step 3: Launch Development Considerations
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Natural Surfaces
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	Slide Number 23

