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I.  Acknowledgements  
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Mayor; Gordon Wood ï Ocean View Mayor; Anthony Aglio - DelDOT, Bicycle/Pedestrian 
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They include the following:  Bob Ehemann, Kendall Sommers, David Bartoo, Cherie Clark, 

Ken Farrall, Thomas Kneavel, Mike Krumrine, Rob Line, Chris Bennett, Doug Long, Don 

Long, Susan Moerschel, Paul Nicholson, Matthew Chesser and Ron Vickers.   

 

Denise Husband, Environmental Design, LLC, created the conceptual renderings that 

graphically bring proposed trail facilities to life.  
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II . Executive Summary 
 

The Assawoman Canal is a linear waterway in eastern Sussex County linking the Indian River 

Bay and Little Assawoman Bay. This 3.9 mile-long ribbon of green physically links 3 

municipalities and 6 communities who all share a boundary with the canal lands.  The Canal 

property, 98.37 acres, was conveyed to the Delaware Division of Parks and Recreation 

(Division) in 1990 ñexclusively for Public Park or public recreation purposes in perpetuityò.   

In 1995, the Division conducted a study that identified the recreation potential for a trail along 

the canal.  However, the study lacked public involvement which is a critical component in 

developing a plan.  In 2009, a Working Group of local leaders and Division staff was formed 

to explore the extraordinary recreation potential of the Assawoman Canal lands.  

 

This Working Group developed a vision that includes a pedestrian and bicycle trail and 

multiple waterway access points.  This vision was shared with the public for comment and 

feedback.  Based on this public input, local community leaders determine if a pathway is 

possible, has public support and will enhance recreational opportunities in the region.  The 

purpose of this Concept Plan is to communicate the vision of the Working Group to improve 

the recreational potential of the Assawoman Canal land for bicycle and pedestrian activities 

and enhance Canal access for a water trail.  If  the plan is accepted by the Division and the 

public, the next step is to begin trail design and engineering. 
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III.  Assawoman Canal Background 

 
The Assawoman Canal lies in eastern Sussex County and is a 3.9 mile long linear waterway 

linking Indian River Bay and Little Assawoman Bay.  The property is defined as 105 feet on 

each side from the waterwayôs center running its entire length. The Canal waterway itself is 

generally 90 feet wide and surrounding uplands are approximately 60 feet wide.  At the north 

end, the Assawoman Canal flows into White Creek joining Indian River Bay.   At the south 

end, the Canal merges with Jefferson Creek joining the Little Assawoman Bay.   

 

The Canal connects the municipalities of Ocean View, Bethany Beach, and South Bethany 

and the communities of Salt Pond, Turtle Walk, Sea Colony, Ocean Way Estates, Bahamas 

Beach, Collins Park, Waterside and Cat Hill.  Map 1 gives a regional perspective of the 

Assawoman Canal and the surrounding communities.  

 

Assawoman Canal was a segment of the extensive Intracoastal Waterway originally intended 

as a continuous channel from New York City to Brownsville, Texas.  Though financed by the 

United States Army Corps of Engineers (Corp) as a defensive coastal waterway, the 

Assawoman Canal improved transportation options for local farmers who shipped their 

produce to the developing summer resorts, hotels and inns along the Indian River and 

Rehoboth Bay.   

 

The Corp managed the Canal, but as the importance for water navigation declined, the 

property was placed into federal surplus status.  The Canal property, 98.37 acres, was 

conveyed to the Division in 1990 ñexclusively for public park or public recreation purposes in 

perpetuityò.  The Division owns and manages the property for recreation and is part of 

Delaware Seashore State Park.  The Canal property is currently being used for boating and 

hiking.   Well-worn paths have been created by local residents and visitors who access the 

Canalôs waterway to explore its length and adjoining creeks and coves. 

 

Conservation terms established by the Corp require a 20-foot vegetative buffer landward from 

the high water mark of the canal. This buffer is required to maintain bank stabilization and 

resource protection.       

 

Image 1 - In 2009 and 2010, 

the Canal was dredged to a 

center depth of three (3) feet 

below mean low water, with a 

base width of thirty-five (35) 

feet.  This depth allows 

motorized craft to pass 

through the Canal. The Canal 

is managed as a no wake zone. 
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It is believed the word Ȱ!ÓÓÁ×ÏÍÁÎȱ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ !ÌÇÏÎÑÕÉÁÎ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅÓȢ  &ÒÏÍ 
ÔÈÅ 6ÉÒÇÉÎÉÁ !ÌÇÏÎÑÕÉÎȟ Ȱ.ÁÍassÉÎÇÁËÅÎÔȱ ÍÅÁÎÓ ȰÆÉÓÈ ɀ ÐÌÅÎÔÙ ÏÆȱ ÁÎÄ ȰAssaÏÍÅÃËȱ 
ÍÅÁÎÓ ȰÍÉÄÄÌÅ ÆÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÐÌÁÃÅȱȢ    

 

 
Image 2 - A 

view of the 

southernmost 

section of the 

Assawoman 

Canal, south of 

Jefferson 

Bridge. 
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IV.  Existing Conditions 

Area Development  

At present, the three municipalities adjoining the Canal ï Ocean View, Bethany Beach and 

South Bethany - are largely built-out.  While Bethany and South Bethany have no plans for 

annexation, Ocean Viewôs Comprehensive Land Use Plan suggests incorporating areas south 

and west of its current boundary.  A significant portion of housing in all three municipalities 

is single family with some multi-family dwellings.  There are no existing features or 

structures today that hold cultural preservation status within the Canal lands owned by the 

Division.   

 

Parks & Beaches 
The following table lists publicly-owned lands permanently maintained for active and passive 

recreation opportunities and for conservation in the Canal region.  

    
 

Community 

or 

Managing 

Agency 

 

 

 

Park 

 

 

Acres 

 

 

Facilities 

Ocean View John West Park 2.9 Playground, gazebo, walking paths, 

picnic pavilion, fitness equipment 

Bethany Beach Nature Center and 

Conservation Area 

23.6 Playground, boardwalk trail to 

observation area, interpretative info, 

nature center 

Bethany Beach Loop Canal Centennial 

Park 

0.1 Passive park, historical marker 

South Bethany Richard Hall Memorial 

Park 

1.5 Shaded open space 

Division of Fish 

and Wildlife 

Assawoman Wildlife 

Area 

3,100 Boat launch, piers, pavilion, picnic, trails 

Division of Parks 

and Recreation 

Fresh Pond ï Delaware 

Seashore State Park 

757 Trailhead parking, trail, scenic vistas 

Division of Parks 

and Recreation 

Holts Landing State Park 202 Trails, boat ramp, pier, playground, picnic 

pavilion 

Division of Parks 

and Recreation 

Fenwick Island State Park 378 Beach, boat access, bathhouse, picnic 

areas 

Division of Parks 

and Recreation 

Delaware Seashore State 

Park 

1,988 Several parking areas, beach access for 

swimming, fishing, surfing; marina, boat 

ramp, dry stack storage, kayak access; 

bathhouses, camping and rental cottages,  

picnic pavilion, playground; nature trail. 
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Sidewalks & Bicycle Lanes 

Within this planôs focus area, there is no complete system of sidewalks.  Sidewalk networks 

encourage residents to recreate, reduce vehicular trips, and afford safer opportunities to move 

around communities. Recognizing the need for sidewalks, Ocean View is partnering with 

DelDOT to create a community sidewalk network including improvements along Central 

Avenue scheduled to begin in 2013.  These improvements will make pedestrian access to John 

West Park, the Canal and Atlantic Avenue destinations safer and convenient.  Map 4 depicts 

the regionôs pedestrian and bike facilities with a description of each below.  

  

¶ Garfield Parkway (Route 26, east of the Canal bridge) ï nearly continuous on both 

sides of the road from the Boardwalk to the Assawoman Canal bridge.  A 500 foot gap 

exists on the north side between Kent Ave. and Route 1.  

¶ Atlantic Avenue (Route 26, west of the Canal bridge) ï sidewalk improvements will 

continue west along Route 26 into Millville. 

¶ Cedar Neck Road ï as new development has occurred on this road, 6 to 8 foot 

pathways were constructed.  However, the system is not continuous.  

¶ Central Ave ï a sidewalk with a curb exists on the north side of the bridge.  Sidewalk 

improvements along Central Ave. are part of an upcoming street project 

¶ Kent Ave ï no sidewalks exist, but the shoulder is marked for ñshare the roadò. 

¶ Muddy Neck Road ï no sidewalks and the wide shoulders are unmarked. 

  
The access from Cedar Neck Road is a short distance from Fred Hudson Road and Fresh Pond 

(a Delaware Seashore State Park unit).  Existing pedestrian/bike pathways along Cedar Neck 

and a planned pathway along Fred Hudson promote regional recreation opportunities.     

 
Within this planôs focus area, bicycle lanes exist in the following locations: 

 

¶ Garfield Parkway (SR 26) - bicycle lanes on both shoulders starting at the Bethany 

Beach Bandstand running continuously westbound over the Assawoman Canal Bridge 

shown in Image 12.  

¶ Pennsylvania Avenue and Atlantic Avenue (both run north and south in Bethany 

Beach east of Route 1) have bicycle lanes on both shoulders from the Townôs northern 

and southern limits. 

¶ Atlantic Avenue (Ocean View) - narrow bicycle lanes on both shoulders.   

¶ Kent Avenue - bicycle lanes on both shoulders between Garfield Parkway (SR. 26) 

and the Jefferson Bridge.  

¶ Route 1 ï bicycle lanes are in both directions with wide shoulders for bike use.  

 

Population 

The communities adjacent to the Assawoman Canal have a year-round population of nearly 

5,000.  The population swells during the summer months to more than 20,000 and to nearly 

half that in the spring and fall shoulder seasons.  From 2000-2010, the Town of Ocean Viewôs 

year round population grew from 1,006 to 1,882, an 87.1% increase; the 7th fastest growing 

municipality in the state.  Bethany Beachôs year round population grew 17.4% to 1,060 

residents.  South Bethanyôs year round population decreased by 8.7% to 449 residents.  These 

population numbers reflect year round residents of the three municipalities.  According to its 
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current Comprehensive Land Use Plan, Bethany Beach expects its future population growth to 

come from existing and new residents opting to live here year-round and not from new-home 

construction.  Map 3 depicts the 2010 Census Block populations in the region.  Areas in pink 

are population densities greater than 500 people per square mile. 

 

Water Resources 

Delawareôs Inland Bays ï comprised of Rehoboth, Indian River and Little Assawoman Bays ï 

were recognized for their national significance in 1988 when the three-bay system was 

designated into the National Estuary Program.  The Assawoman Canal is the main water 

artery connecting the Indian River and Little Assawoman Bays.  Inland Bay surface water 

covers 32 square miles while the entire watershed encompasses 320 square miles. The focus 

area of this concept plan falls within the Inland Bay watershed.   

 

Natural Habitat  

The Assawoman Canal is a narrow fringe of early succession habitat anchored by bays at both 

ends.  Aside from nearby publicly-owned lands at the Canalôs south end, the surrounding area 

has been extensively developed and consists of a modified habitat of hedgerows and 

manicured lawns.   

 

Adjoining the southwest end of the Canal is the Assawoman Wildlife Area. Encompassing 

3,100 acres, this site is managed by the State Division of Fish & Wildlife for migrating and 

wintering waterfowl, white-tailed deer and bobwhite quail. Wildlife area lands adjacent to the 

Little Assawoman Bay are predominately wetland landscapes.  

 

Species of Concern 

Though no species of concern are located along the Assawoman Canal, a number of rare 

and/or endangered species are associated with White Creek, The Salt Pond Woods, and the 

Assawoman Wildlife Area.  The Division of Fish and Wildlife identifies and tracks the 

species of concern through the Delaware Natural Heritage Program. 

 

Birds:    To determine the current distribution of all bird species breeding within the state, a 

second Breeding Bird Atlas began in 2008.  A four year project, the Delaware Breeding Bird 

Atlas is a grid-based survey using US Geological Survey topographic quadrangles.  After two 

years of surveys, 76 and 63 bird species have been reported for quadrangle subsets known as 

Blocks 199 and 210.  These blocks fall within the study area.  Consult Appendix A for a list 

of bird species identified in these blocks.  The reported species are for each block as a whole, 

however with the overall lack of available bird habitat away from the canal, it is likely that 

many, if not all, of the species occur along the Canal.   The complete list can be found at 

http://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bba/index.cfm?fa=explore.ResultsByBlock&BBA_ID=DE2008 

 

Floodplains & Topography 

The Assawoman Canal is located in the Coastal Plain Region and is characterized by 

variations of elevation between one and twelve feet, with an average elevation of ten feet 

http://www.pwrc.usgs.gov/bba/index.cfm?fa=explore.ResultsByBlock&BBA_ID=DE2008
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along the coastline and five feet inland. Slopes are generally less than one percent with the 

exception of the remnants of the dune line and the canal banks.  Most of the Assawoman 

Canal falls outside of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 100-year 

floodplain. 

 

Recent projected Sea Level Rise maps demonstrate three scenarios of water inundation for 

Delaware by 2100.  Map 2 depicts Potential Sea Level Rise Scenarios in various metric 

increments.  Following the first scenario, 0.5-meter sea level rise, there would be little if any 

impact to the Assawoman Canal.  The greatest effects of water inundation are projected to 

occur south of the Jefferson Bridge and Muddy Neck Road in the Assawoman Wildlife Area.   

 

Greater impacts to the Assawoman Canal are in the second two predicted scenarios, 1.0 meter 

and 1.5 meter sea level rise by 2100.  In the 1.0m scenario, water intrusion would be seen 

north of Muddy Neck Road/Jefferson Bridge affecting the Bahamas Beach Cottages, 

Waterside, and the southern portion of Sea Colony.  Water intrusion would also be seen along 

Atlantic Avenue north to The Salt Pond.  Land where White Creek connects with the 

Assawoman Canal would also be impacted with a 1.0m rise in sea level.   

 

In the worst case scenario, a 1.5 meter sea level rise by 2100 would have significant impacts 

on the Assawoman Canal.  Lands from Sea Colony south would be submerged.  Sea water 

intrusion would be seen along Garfield Parkway encompassing most of The Salt Pond and 

extending into Ocean View on the west side of the Canal.  There would also be significant 

water intrusion north of Central Avenue. 
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V. Community Vision for the Canal Property  

In 2009, a Working Group of municipal and community leaders met to discuss options for 

using the Canal Property.  Appendix B details the activities of these Working Group sessions 

during the concept phase. 

 

The Working Groupôs hope for the Canal trail is to enhance active lifestyles and community 

livability as reflected in the townsô vision statements:  

 

South Bethany: ñTo develop the Town into a well-maintained, law-abiding, and 

single-family community serving residents and visitors with an infrastructure committed to 

the enhancement of a safe, healthy and attractive lifestyle, while preserving and improving the 

Town's natural and man-made assets.ò 

 Ocean View: ñImplement a comprehensive land use plan that will enhance Ocean 

Viewôs quality of life and retain its small town charm while coping effectively with the 

pressure of growth.ò 

 Bethany Beach: ñPeople are Bethanyôs greatest asset; the Townôs goal is providing a 

high quality of life experiences and opportunities to residents, property and business owners 

and visitors.ò 

 

The municipal Comprehensive Land Use Plans promote systems that support walking and 

biking for recreation and transportation.  This canal trail will promote active lifestyles and 

create community connections while reducing vehicle trips.  

 

 

Image 3 - members of the 

Working Group visit the Junction 

& Breakwater Trail, a model trail 

that links communities, 

neighborhoods, shopping centers, 

and other community services. 

The J&B Trail lies between 

Lewes and Rehoboth Beach.  

Community access, information 

boards with orientation maps, 

wayside exhibits, and a parking 

lot at Wolfe Neck Road are found 

along the trail.  In this image, 

Working Group members cross a 

reconstructed railroad bridge over 

Holland Glade. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


