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Summary of Scenic Waterway Management Categories 

The Management Planning Process 
The goal of the scenic waterway management planning process is to develop a comprehensive 
and workable management plan which will protect or enhance the special attributes of the 
designated river corridor. Primary emphasis is the protection of aesthetic, scenic, fish and 
wildlife, scientific, and recreational features. The intent is to maintain the existing scenic 
condition of the area, without “turning back the clock” on existing land uses. The mechanisms 
for protection and enhancement include: 
 
River Classification - Within the management plan, scenic waterways are classified into one or 
more of six possible classifications, according to the character of the landscape and the amount 
and type of existing development. 
 
Administrative Rules – If scenic waterway designation occurs, classifications are set in a 
management plan and specific guidelines for new development are established as state 
administrative rules through a public rule-making process.  
 
Other Management Recommendations - Suggestions for actions to protect or enhance corridor 
values are also included in the management plan. Implementation could be through the State 
Parks Department, other state agencies, federal agencies or local agencies, organizations or 
persons. This includes the recommendation of a method for setting the Scenic Waterway flow(s). 
 

Scenic Waterway Classification 
Under Oregon law (ORS 390.345), the scenic waterway program is administered by the State 
Parks and Recreation Commission, and staffed by the Oregon State Parks and Recreation 
Department. The Parks Department works to protect scenic values, recreation and fish and 
wildlife, based on special attributes of each river. The Parks Department strives to protect special 
attributes of the river while recognizing existing land uses and management practices on adjacent 
lands. 
 
In order to define and achieve management goals, the river is classified into one or more of six 
possible classifications according to the present level of land development, committed land uses, 
or landscape alterations. Once the classifications are set, appropriate guidelines for new 
development or landscape alterations are established as rules. The major aim of the program is to 
maintain the existing scenic condition of the river. 
 
The following are existing land use and land alteration conditions usually associated with each of 
the six river classifications; and how each kind of classification should be administered 
(managed) in scenic waterways: 
 
1. Natural River Areas are generally inaccessible except by trail or river, with related adjacent 
lands and shorelines essentially primitive. These areas may include an occasional lightly traveled 
road, airstrip, habitation or other kind of improvement already established, provided the effects 
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are limited to the immediate vicinity. These areas will be administered to preserve their natural, 
wild and primitive condition while allowing compatible recreational and other uses. Preservation 
and enhancement of the primitive character of these areas is the goal of this and the next two 
classifications. 
 
2. Accessible Natural River Areas are relatively primitive, undeveloped areas with access by 
railroad or lightly traveled road but otherwise possess the qualities of a Natural or Scenic River 
Area. These areas are administered to protect or enhance their scenic character, while allowing 
compatible outdoor recreational use.  
 
3. Natural Scenic View Areas are designated where one riverbank is inaccessible, undeveloped 
or primitive in character (possesses the qualities of a Natural or Scenic River Area) while the 
opposite bank and related lands are accessible and developed. These areas are administered, as 
appropriate, to preserve or enhance their essentially primitive scenic character, while allowing 
compatible public outdoor recreational use. 
 
4. Scenic River Areas may be accessible in places by roads, but are largely undeveloped and 
primitive except for agriculture and grazing. Scenic River Areas may not include long stretches 
of conspicuous or well-traveled roads paralleling the river in close proximity, but may include 
extensive areas in agricultural use. River segments considered “Scenic” are managed to maintain 
or enhance their high scenic quality, recreation value, fisheries and wildlife habitat. The intent is 
to preserve their largely undeveloped character while allowing continued agricultural land use. 
 
5. Recreational River Areas are readily accessible by road or railroad, with some agricultural, 
commercial and/or residential development along the banks; the river may have undergone some 
impoundment or diversion in the past. River segments considered “Recreation” are managed to 
allow continuance of a wide range of compatible river-oriented public outdoor recreation 
opportunities, to the extent that these do not substantially impair the natural beauty of the scenic 
waterway or diminish its aesthetic, fish and wildlife, scientific and recreational values. 
 
6. River Community Areas are river segments where the density (residential tract or platted 
subdivision) of existing structures or other developments precludes application of a more 
restrictive classification. River segments considered “Community Areas” are managed to allow 
development that is compatible with county zoning and blends into the natural character of the 
surrounding landscape. This also means protecting riparian vegetation, and encouraging 
activities that enhance the landscape.  
 
Due to the individual character of each scenic waterway, administrative criteria within each of 
the six classifications may vary from one scenic waterway to another. Examples can be found in 
the administrative rules for existing state scenic waterways.  
 
The rules established for each river classification generally allow some new construction and 
continued use of existing structures and improvements. Though some improvements require 
notification and approval, many others do not. For example, notification and approval is not 
generally needed for construction of new fences; maintenance of farm buildings, fences or 
outbuildings; laying of irrigation lines; crop rotation; removal of danger trees; construction of 

http://arcweb.sos.state.or.us/pages/rules/oars_700/oar_736/736_040.html


 

Draft for working group discussion about management categories 
 

grain storage facilities under certain conditions; maintenance of existing residences and 
outbuildings; minor residential remodeling; construction of garage adjacent to existing homes; 
certain changes in landscaping; maintenance of roads and bridges; and firewood cutting for 
personal use. 
 
Mining, road building, construction of some new structures, placement of mobile homes, land 
clearing and timber harvest are examples of activities requiring approval. River classifications 
and the associated rules or guidelines determine how the natural and scenic beauty of the river 
will be maintained. 
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