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Introduction 

Tracing a 40-mile route on two tributary waterways of the Chesapeake Bay, paddling adventures await 

you as you explore a vast and changing landscape, spanning 13,000 years of human history, past 10,000 

acres of public lands dedicated to resource conservation in northern Virginia.  Interpretive exhibits 

located at eight access points present a tapestry of time and place-past, present and future-each reveals 

a different facet of an extraordinary resource.  The 20 mile stretch of the Upper Segment begins on free- 

flowing, tree lined Bull Run, which widens as it joins the Occoquan River, opening to an expansive, 

freshwater lake formed by the Occoquan RŜǎŜǊǾƻƛǊ ŘŀƳΦ  ¢ƘŜ [ƻǿŜǊ {ŜƎƳŜƴǘΩǎ ōǊŀŎƪƛǎƘΣ ƻǇŜƴ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ 

pass marinas and protected marshlands along the Mason Neck Peninsula, on the wide expanse of the 

tidal Potomac River.  

Each season brings a different experience along the water trail.  In spring, one can find barren land with 

birds exposed.  Redbuds, Bluebells, Mountain Laurel, and Rhododendrons line the shore.  Trees are 

budding, and birds, such as eagles and heron, return from the long winter.  The air is warm, but the 

water is cold.  In the summer, the trees are full, and one is surrounded by frog noises.  The temperature 

is hot, the water is warm and thunderstorms are frequent.  The fall brings a golden landscape, with the 

changing colors of the trees.  Temperatures are warm and dry, and storms come from the south.  In 

winter, one can find a white, barren landscape.  The wildlife has left, and all is still and quiet.  

The Occoquan Water Trail (OWT) was created by the Northern Virginia Regional Park Authority (NVRPA) 

with the assistance of a grant from the Chesapeake Bay Gateways Network.  The U.S. Department of the 

Interior recognized the OWT as a National Recreation Trail in the National Trails System.  Secretary of 

the Interior, Ken Salazar, presented this honor to NVRPA on May 26, 2009. 

An original assessment of the OWT was conducted in 2000-2001 to create a map identifying the 

trail including put-in areas along the river.  As part of the Gateways grant, a support group for the 

trail, The Occoquan Watertrail League (OWL), was created.  John Houser, from NVRPA, was 

assigned to assist the friends group as a liaison.   
 

In the year 2008, new leadership for OWL emerged, consisting of Mary Zamon, Chairman, Jim Zawlocki, 

Vice Chairman, Fred Zamon, Treasurer, Judi Lenehan, Secretary, and Mike Lenehan, Webmaster.  Under 

this new regime, NVRPA obtained technical assistance from the National Park Service (NPS), Rivers, 

Trails and Conservation Assistance Program (RTCA) to support the OWT project for two years.  Working 

ǿƛǘƘ w¢/! ǎǘŀŦŦ ό!ƴƴŜ hΩbŜƛƭƭύΣ OWL completed a  work plan for the OWT project which consisted of 

conducting and completing an OWT assessment (Summer 2010), bringing together OWT stakeholders 

(Summer/Fall 2010), identifying potential funding (Fall 2010), and implementing OWT Improvement s 

with stakeholders (Spring/Fall 2011).  The overall goals were to improve visitor experience and attract 

more recreational users along the OWT.   

In Winter/Spring 2010, RTCA obtained a Challenge Cost Share grant (Federal funds) to hire two Student 

Conservation Association (SCA) interns, Heather Golightly and Alex Havens, for the summer of 2010 to 
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help with the OWT assessment.  The {/! ƛƴǘŜǊƴǎΩ role was to paddle the trail, record existing conditions, 

interview partners along the trail, create a new map using GPS coordinates, and develop a list of 

potential improvements to the trail, such as new access sites, campgrounds, erosion control, picnic 

areas, benches, signage, trash receptacles and restrooms.     

The objective of the OWT assessment is to gather sufficient data to pursue funding in the years 2011-
2012 to implement some of the improvements identified in said assessment. 

  
This assessment involved site visits to all eight existing access sites to the OWT, where an evaluation was 

completed of existing conditions, as well as possible improvements.  Meetings were conducted with 

several of the Northern Virginia Regional Park Authority managers including Eric Ferguson at Bull Run 

Regional Park, Todd Benson at Pohick Bay Regional Park, James Short and Dustin Betthauser at 

Fountainhead Regional Park, and Martin Ogle and Rich Bailey at Potomac Overlook Regional Park, to 

discuss improvements that they would like to see made to the OWT.  All six sections of the water trail 

were paddled to evaluate existing conditions, and recommendations were offered to improve the 

system and enhance the recreation experiences.   
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Inventory of Existing Conditions - Access Sites 

The results of the existing conditions of all eight access points are summarized in Appendix A 

attached. 
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Inventory of Existing Conditions ς River Segments 

Upper Section of the Occoquan Water Trail (23.5 miles): 

Bull Run Regional Park to Route 28 Bridge (4 miles) 

In this four mile stretch of the river, the Occoquan Water Trail flows through a canopy of trees.  

One can find an array of wildlife including butterflies, dragonflies, crawfish, minnows, turtles, 

geese and crows.  Small sandy and river rock beaches line the shore of the river.  The NVRPA 

conservation area exists on the Fairfax County side of the water trail, and there is access to the 

Bluebell and Bull Run-Occoquan Trails.  There are many portages when the water level is low.  

Once you pass Cub Run, the water level increases a bit.  Erosion is a problem along the 

shoreline, and there are many downed trees.  There are many man-made access trails and 

picnic areas along both sides of the river.  Heavy rains can produce fast rising water and currents. 

   

Man-made access trail at Bull Run Regional Park   Downed tree:  Bull Run Regional Park to 28 bridge 

   

Example of erosion:  Bull Run Regional Park to 28 Bridge  Example of portage:  Bull Run Regional Park to 28 Bridge 
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Route 28 Bridge to Bull Run Marina Regional Park (9 miles) 

In this nine mile stretch of the river, the Occoquan Water Trail flows through a canopy of trees, 

with several riffles along the way.  The river then widens, flowing into the upper part of the 

Occoquan Reservoir.  Marshes can be seen along the way, and one can find butterflies, blue 

heron, geese, osprey, turtles, ducks, dragonflies, and crows.  Erosion and fallen trees are 

observed.  Portages are possible when the water level is low.  Little Rocky Run and Popes Head 

Creek are two tributaries that flow into this section of the Occoquan River.  There is access to 

the Bull Run-Occoquan Trail, and railroad tracks run along the river.  Adventure Links at 

Hemlock Overlook, which exists about halfway through this section, contains an existing put-in 

area open only to school groups.  Heavy rains can produce fast rising water and currents, although 

the last three miles of the trail are stagnant.   

 

   

Downed tree:  28 bridge to Bull Run Marina    Erosion: 28 bridge to Bull Run Marina 

   

Hemlock Overlook      Southern Railroad Bridge 
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Bull Run Marina Regional Park to Fountainhead Regional Park (5.5 

miles) 

In this five and a half mile stretch of the river, the Occoquan Water Trail is quite wide due to the 

Occoquan Reservoir.  This section is lined with Virginia pines, small sandy beaches, and consists 

of many coves.  One can find butterflies, dragonflies, blue heron, turtles, osprey, blue birds, 

wood ducks, green heron and red-tailed hawks.  Some of the plant life observed was Water 

Willow, Trumpet Creeper, Morning Glory, and Mountain Laurel.  The Occoquan Creek and Wolf 

Run are two tributaries that flow into this section.  Many private docks line the shore of the 

Prince William side.  There is much erosion and many submerged trees along this section. 

 

 

   

Marsh area      Erosion:  Bull Run Marina to Fountainhead 

   

Submerged trees      Blue Heron 
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Fountainhead Regional Park to Upper Dam (5 miles) 

 -Fountainhead to Lake Ridge Community Park (2.5 miles) 

 -Lake Ridge Community Park to Sandy Run Regional Park (1.5 miles) 

 -Sandy Run Regional Park to Upper Dam (1 mile) 

In this five mile stretch of the river, the Occoquan Water Trail is quite wide, lined with Virginia 

pines, small sandy beaches, shoreline wetlands, and consists of many coves.  One can find 

butterflies, dragonflies, bald eagles, swallows, bi-valves, blue heron, turtles, osprey, geese and 

ŘǳŎƪǎΦ  .ŜŀǾŜǊ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ WŀŎƪΩǎ /ƻǾŜΦ  {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƭƛŦŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǿŀǎ 

Rhododendrons and submerged aquatic bay grass.  Sandy Run is a tributary that flows into this 

section as well.  Much erosion and many submerged trees can be found along the way.  A 

mountain bike trail follows the river at several points on NVRPA property.   There are several 

large rocks with graffiti painted on them on the shoreline.  Many private docks, as well as 

undeveloped dock areas line the Prince William County side of the water trail.  Near the upper 

dam is Hooes Run, another tributary to the water trail.  While not a river hazard, the Occoquan 

Reservoir is used for sculling.  Some motorboat use did enhance the wake going to the 

shoreline. 

 

 

   

Erosion:  Fountainhead to Upper Dam    Bald Eagle 
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Lower Section of the Occoquan Water Trail (16.5 miles): 

Lower Dam to Mason Neck State Park (5.5 miles) 

 -Lower Dam to Occoquan Regional Park (0.5 miles) 

 -Occoquan Regional Park to Mason Neck State Park (5 miles) 

This five and a half mile stretch of the Occoquan Water Trail begins near the Town of Occoquan 

and leads into Belmont Bay.  There are two tributaries to the river, Massey Creek and Kane 

Creek.  One can find bald eagles, blue heron, osprey, butterflies, geese, king birds, and sea gulls.  

{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǘ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ [ƛƭƭȅ ǇŀŘǎΣ aǳƎǿƻǊǘΣ IƛōƛǎŎǳǎ ŀƴŘ vǳŜŜƴ !ƴƴŜΩǎ ƭŀŎŜ ŦƭƻǿŜǊǎΦ  

Hydrilla is found in large amounts.  Paddlers pass under three bridges.  Marshes and small 

sandy beaches line the shore.  The Occoquan Bay National Wildlife Refuge can be found on the 

Prince William County side.  Close by in Belmont Bay, there is an island called Conrad Island, 

where the water is very shallow.   

   

Marsh area with hydrilla     Osprey and nest 

   

Erosion:  Lower Dam  to Mason Neck    Lilly Pads  
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Mason Neck State Park to Pohick Bay Regional Park (11 miles)   

In this eleven mile stretch of the river, the Occoquan Water Trail follows the shore of Mason 

Neck National Wildlife Refuge for a majority of the way, and then follows private land.  There 

are four points along the way.  They include Shady Point, High Point, Sycamore Point and 

Hallowing Point, where there is a private picnic area.  There is heavy erosion along the 

shoreline, along with massive amounts of Hydrilla.  The Great Marsh can be found on the 

Mason Neck Wildlife Refuge, where boat access is prohibited.  Wildlife includes aquatic snails, 

bald eagles, osprey, blue heron, turkey vultures, butterflies, geese and seagulls. 

 

 

   

Submerged forest      Erosion:  Mason Neck to Pohick Bay 

   
Osprey nest      Shoreline 
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Suggested Physical Improvements - Access Sites  

The results of recommended improvements to access sites are summarized in Appendix A 

attached. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11 
 

Suggested Physical Improvements ς River Segments  

Maps of the recommended improvements can be found in Appendix C.  A list of recommended 

improvements, along with GPS coordinates, can be found in Appendix D.  We spoke with 

several of the park managers of NVRPA and their input can be found in Appendix J.  Jim 

Zawlocki of OWL provided new launch recommendations in Appendix L.  Mile markers can be 

found in Appendix M. 

Upper Segment: 

Bull Run Regional Park to Route 28 Bridge 

Rip rap needs to be used for the erosion along this segment of the paddle.  There were many 

areas for potential picnic and bench areas.  The flood plain nature of the area needs to be taken 

into consideration when designating recreational improvements.  There is no need for 

restrooms in this segment.  Large, visible OWT signs should be placed at both the put-in point at 

Bull Run Regional Park and the take-out point at the 28 bridge.  

   

Example of area for potential bench/picnic table   Example of area for potential bench/picnic 

   

Bull Run-Occoquan Trail access     Example of area for potential bench/picnic table  
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Route 28 Bridge to Bull Run Marina Regional Park 

A large downed tree needs to be removed near the beginning of the paddle.  Rip rap needs to 

be used for the shoreline erosion along this segment.  We suggest having public put-in access, 

restrooms, and a potential campsite at Hemlock Overlook, which has been approved by 

Adventure Links.  A designated firing range, scattered marshlands along the shoreline, stagnant 

water and steep, rocky banks restrict the placement of benches and picnic areas along the last 

three miles of this paddle.  A large, visible OWT sign should be placed at the take-out point at 

Bull Run Marina. 

 

 

   

Example of area for potential bench/picnic table   Example of area for potential bench/picnic table 
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Bull Run Marina Regional Park to Fountainhead Regional Park 

A stop-over campsite is suggested in the grassy area behind the restroom facility at Bull Run 

Marina.  Rip rap needs to be used for the erosion along the shoreline.  There are many areas 

along the Fairfax County side where potential picnic areas and restrooms could be place.  There 

are several private docks for potential public access points along the Prince William side.  A 

large, visible OWT sign should be placed at the take-out point at Fountainhead Regional Park. 

 

 

   

Example of area for potential bench/picnic table   Example of area for potential bench/picnic table 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


