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Water Ways
Public Access in MArylAnd

d

Maryland’s extensive network 
of navigable waterways in the 
Chesapeake Bay watershed and 

Atlantic Ocean has made interaction with 
water second nature to many residents 
of the region. While public access to 
the water may be limited in some states, 
Maryland is fortunate to have more access 
sites than any other jurisdiction in the 
Chesapeake Bay watershed. Statewide, 
there are currently 257 public boat ramps 
that primarily serve trailered boats, 321 
facilities that provide access for soft 
launching, and several other facilities 
that provide docking or transient use. All 
are important components of the State’s 
boating infrastructure and help support 
recreational boating.

But in a State where water-based 
recreation is a popular outdoor activity 
among residents, there is a significant 
desire for additional opportunities for 
water access. The summer issue of The 
Maryland Natural Resource featured an 
article on the State’s Land Preservation 
and Recreation Plan, This Land is Your 
Land, which touched on this request for 
additional water access and even provided 

data in support of this claim. To create the 
Plan, DNR surveyed the State about land 
use and recreation and found that due 
to the popularity of boating recreation, 
expanded water access was a priority 
across Maryland. 

But it’s not just citizens who want more 
sites; expanding water access is a priority at 
the federal, State and local level.

The Multi-faceted Benefits
The State recognizes the physical and 

mental health benefits of being on the 
water. It allows citizens to exercise and 
relax– whether on a kayak, sailboat, motor 
boat, or whatever their vessel of choice.

It has been documented that simply 
being near the water can be as beneficial 
to our overall quality of life as being in the 
water. So, DNR is also working to provide 
additional public open space along water-
ways where visitors can explore the 
outdoors, view wildlife, enjoy trails or 
camp near the water’s edge. 

Providing water access  also offers 
substantial benefits to the environment and 
the State’s economy. The environmental 
value of water-based recreation —

which helps build a stewardship ethic, 
encourages protection and preservation 
and is a platform for outdoor classrooms —
is recognized throughout local, State and 
federal governments. It is estimated that 
recreational boating and marine-related 
industries contribute approximately $2.41 
billion to Maryland every year.  

Providing More Sites
Even though Maryland has a good 

deal of existing sites, DNR continues to 
work with partners to improve or create 
additional public access locations. Many 
jurisdictions are upgrading or expanding 
their water access facilities to provide 
separate accommodation for non-
motorized users and to provide universal 
accessibility for persons with disabilities. 

DNR provides technical assistance 
and funding through programs like the 
Public Access, Water Trails and Recreation 
Planning Program and the Waterway 
Improvement Fund.

The Public Access, Water Trails and 
Recreation Planning Program coordinates 
the development of water trails and access 
sites statewide and provides technical, 

mapping and design assistance to local 
governments, while promoting safe and 
responsible boating and paddling practices.

The Waterway Improvement Fund 
was created in 1966 to support the 
development, use and enjoyment of all 
Maryland waters for the benefit of the 
general boating public. Revenues for the 
Fund are obtained primarily from the one-
time 5% excise tax that is paid when a 
boat is purchased and titled in the State. 

Resources for Boaters
DNR actively tracks and coordinates 

activity related to public water access 
in the State and provides a variety of 
resources and information.

The Maryland Online Water Access 
Guide gives detailed information on 
existing sites such as boat ramps and soft 
launches, and includes information on 
fees, permits, hours of operation, parking 
and contacts.

The guide is presented in the form of 
a user-friendly, interactive map and the 
access sites are organized by jurisdiction. 
Fees and permits vary by location, so it is 
highly recommended that you contact the 
local entity before you go. 

In addition to developing water trails, 
DNR also maintains information on trails 
throughout the State. These trails provide 
well-mapped routes in a variety of settings 
with options for paddlers of all experience 
levels. To date, Maryland has over 600 
miles of State-designated water trails. In 
2014, DNR launched new trails in four 
Maryland counties: Somerset, Charles, 
Queen Anne’s and Frederick.

Through partnerships with local 
governments, citizen associations, and 
nonprofit organizations, DNR is working 
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New Trail in Somerset County
This August brought about the completion of the Monie Bay Water Trails, 

which features three paddling routes that provide visitors a unique view into the 
wildlife, plants and maritime history. These trails were created by a successful 
partnership between the Chesapeake Bay Trust, the Chesapeake Conservation 
Corps, Somerset County and several units within DNR, including the Chesapeake 
Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve Maryland. The Reserve protects and 
manages more than 6,000 acres of natural lands and waters in Maryland, which 
serve as living laboratories and classrooms to address key Bay issues. 

Despite being the Reserve’s largest and longest-established component, 
Monie Bay lacked visitorship. To remedy this, a Chesapeake Conservation Corps 
intern pioneered the trails to give visitors the opportunity to experience firsthand 
the rich ecology of this salt marsh habitat. A total of 40 signs were installed over 
the three trails to provide navigational aid and indicate points of interest. The 
trail map is available for download online.

dnr.maryland.gov/waters/CBNERR/MonieBay.asp

to build and expand a statewide network 
of water trails. Existing trails or developing 
projects can be found in every region of 
the State. n 

dnr.maryland.gov/ccs/pawt.asp

Lisa Gutierrez is the Director of Maryland’s Coastal Access, 
Water Trails and Recreation Planning Program.

“Water: no matter how much, there is still not enough.” –Seamus Heaney
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Canoeing on Wicomico River

Kayaking around Kent Island

Paddle boarders taking on the Chesapeake


