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Strategy Made Possible by  

 

This planning process was convened by the Elizabeth River Project, elizabethriver.org,                      

a non-profit working to restore the Elizabeth River.  Special thanks to sponsors including      

National Fish & Wildlife Foundation, the Bank of America, the Chesapeake Bay Funders Network, 

Kinder Morgan Terminals and generous donors to the Elizabeth River Fund. 

 

The Vision  

 

A healthy, enduring Eastern Branch, with abundant habitat supporting 

thriving wildlife, will be a beloved destination for residents. It will connect 

diverse neighborhoods, sustain model industries, and provide recreation; 

with well-coordinated support across three cities. 
 

- Steering Committee   
 

Students aboard the Elizabeth River Projectôs Learning Barge discover the Eastern Branch.  The Learning Barge docks 

frequently at Grandy Village Learning Center, one of the little-known treasures of this ñlostò branch. 
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Introduction  

 
Restoring the Elizabethôs Lost  Branch  

 

A stakeholder planning team convened by the non-profit Elizabeth River Project 

(elizabethriver.org) prepared this plan to restore the environmental health of the Eastern Branch 

of the Elizabeth River, as a key step toward restoring the larger Elizabeth.  

 

One of the four main tributaries of the urban Elizabeth River, the Eastern Branch exhibits some 

of its poorest conditions, as well as some of its richest history. However, the planning team came 

to know this as the Elizabethôs ñinvisibleò or lost branch.  

 

Although the Eastern Branch is home to more than 160,000 residents across three cities ï 

Norfolk, Chesapeake and Virginia Beach ï and once welcomed sailing ships at the long-vanished 

port of Kemps Landing, this branch now flows mostly unseen by Hampton Roads. You might 

glance it briefly from bridges or aboard the Tide, Norfolkôs new light rail system, which follows 

the Eastern Branchôs for much of its path; or you may be lucky enough to live alongside these 

tidal waters. Otherwise, to find the Eastern Branch today, you would need purposely to seek it 

out by finding little-known parks ï notable is the 91-acre Indian River Park in Chesapeake - or 

by following back roads to dead-end overlooks. 

 

Our team considered this lack of awareness to be the top contributing factor to neglect of the 

Eastern Branch ï thus a priority focus on public outreach.  Other actions seek to restore the once 

abundant Eastern Branch oysters, wetlands and forests; reduce polluted runoff, especially from 

some of the vast parking lots found here at sites such as Military Circle; address a large number 

of septic systems, and address contaminated river bottom at one known industrial site, while 

seeking to identify any others.    

 
Calling  Three  Cities ; Homes, Businesses, Schools   

 

The Elizabeth River Project will take the lead to coordinate implementation of the plan, but our 

small non-profit will not succeed without the full buy-in of the larger community. This plan is 

intended to support the work of the Cities of Chesapeake, Norfolk and Virginia Beach as they 

strive to meet new environmental requirements, and as they update their comprehensive plans. 

The plan also depends on partnerships with state and federal governments and fellow non-profits. 

But most especially, its success depends on the voluntary efforts of homeowners, businesses, and 

schools.  

 

Find your starring role . Join the Elizabeth River Projectôs River Star Homes, Businesses and 

Schools. These free programs offer easy entry and great resources, from grant funds to help you 

add native plants or rain barrels to free technical advice and great public recognition for 

businesses. Find out if star status is right for you at www.elizabethriver.org or call 757-399-

7487. The advance guard of River Star Homes already participating on the Eastern Branch are 

too numerous to list, but we offer kudos to the following schools and businesses already 

participating on the Eastern Branch: 

http://www.elizabethriver.org/
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Join These Eastern Branch Stars   
 

Arrowhead Elementary School ** 

Booker T Washington High School ** 

Bowling Park Elementary School ** 

Campostella Elementary School ** 

Chesterfield Academy**  

Christian Broadcasting Network* 

College Park Elementary School ** 

Colonnaôs Shipyard* 

Fairfield Elementary School ** 

Fairlawn Elementary School ** 

Founders Inn & Spa* 

General Dynamics NASSCO-Norfolk*  

Georgetown Primary School ** 

Hampton Roads Transit* 

HRSD* 

Ingleside Elementary School ** 

Indian River High School ** 

Indian River Middle School ** 

Kempsville Elementary School ** 

Kempsville Middle School ** 

Kempsville High School ** 

Lake Taylor Middle School ** 

Luck Stone Berkley Yard* 

Lyon Shipyard*  

Marine Hydraulics International*  

Norfolk Highlands Primary School** 

Norfolk Technical Center** 

Norfolk Tug*  

NRHAôs Grandy Village and Learning Center* 

Point OôView Elementary School ** 

Poplar Halls Elementary School ** 

Providence Elementary School ** 

Sparrow Road Elementary School ** 

St. Helena Elementary School **  

Thurgood Marshall Elementary School ** 

Tidewater Park Elementary School ** 

Vulcan Norfolk Sales Yard* 

Vulcan Westminster Stone & Recycling Yard* 

William H. Ruffner Academy ** 

Woodstock Elementary School ** 

  

* River Star business and government facilities documenting environmental results 

with Elizabeth River Project 
** River Star schools documenting environmental stewardship projects with Elizabeth River 

Project in 2013/14  
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Thanks to a  Dedicated  Planning Committee   

 

A diverse team of almost 90 people representing science, government, business and citizen 

interests met from February 6, 2014 to August 6, 2014 to identify and prioritize the goals and 

strategies prescribed. Six months is a short time for planning an initiative of this size. Elizabeth 

River Project expresses deepest thanks to the team for tireless research and fruitful debate to 

achieve consensus on the plan presented. The teamôs work was ably facilitated by Dr. Frank 

Dukes, University of Virginia Institute for Environmental Negotiation, with thanks to a capacity-

building grant of the Chesapeake Bay Funders Network. 

   
A Potential Catalyst Project  

 

The City of Norfolk and Elizabeth River Project are exploring the potential for restoring almost a 

mile of under-used, degraded, but highly visible waterfront just east of downtown at the mouth 

of the Eastern Branch, in the vicinity of Harbor Park stadium. This site has the potential to jump-

start interest in the larger restoration of the Eastern Branch and demonstrate many aspects of this 

plan, from public outreach to habitat restoration and water quality improvements.   

 

 

 

 

 

Alongside Harbor Park stadium, a long stretch of neglected downtown shoreline presents large opportunities to demonstrate 
all the principles of this plan, from wetland and oyster restoration to redevelopment that anticipates sea-level rise. 



Eastern Branch Environmental Restoration Strategy - 5 

 

The Colonnaôs houseboat, permanently marooned by a hurricane, is just 
one of the fascinating features that make the Eastern Branch fascinating. 
 

 

Norfolkôs light rail system follows the Eastern Branch to the Virginia Beach border. 
 

 

Eastern Branch  ï Fast  Facts   

 
Population:  166,265 (2010 census); 56,000 
households. 
 
Cities: Chesapeake, Norfolk, Virginia Beach, VA  
 
Size:  About 40 square miles of ñwatershedò or 
land draining into the Eastern Branch 
 
Historic Significance: The headwaters of the 
Eastern Branch once formed a colonial port for 
sailing ships known as Kempôs Landing (now 
Kempsville).  In November 1775, John Ackiss 
was killed there by Royal Governor Lord 
Dunmore's militia in the "Skirmish of 
Kempsville." Ackiss became the first Virginian 
casualty of the Revolution.  

 
Former Oyster Mecca:  Such abundant oyster 
houses once lined the Eastern Branch that ñgreat 
quantities of oyster shellò (Al Philips memoirs) 
were used to form the foundation of ñShell Road,ò now Indian River Road in Chesapeake and Virginia Beach. Oyster harvest has 
been banned on the Eastern Branch, as in the rest of the Elizabeth, since 1925.  
 
A Unique Vessel: On Seneca Avenue in Chesapeake rests a multi-story wooden houseboat, marooned in the 1930s by a 
hurricane. The houseboat is maintained by the Colonna family of the Eastern Branchôs Colonnaôs Shipyard.  
 
Oldest Family-Owned Shipyard: Founded in 1875, Colonnaôs is the oldest family-owned private shipyard in the United States. 
Keeping abreast of modern times, the yard recently acquired the worldôs largest marine travel lift.  
 
Residents Can Ride the Tide: The Tide, Norfolkôs new light rail system, follows the Eastern Branch from its mouth at Harbor Park 
to the Virginia Beach line, making alternate transportation a ready environmental choice for Eastern Branch residents ï 
especially when combined with a new Amtrak station at Harbor Park. 

 

 
This plan focuses on 
restoring the Eastern 
Branch ñwatershed,ò 
indicated in yellow - the 
area draining into the Eastern 
Branch. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Murray,_4th_Earl_of_Dunmore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Murray,_4th_Earl_of_Dunmore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skirmish_of_Kempsville
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skirmish_of_Kempsville
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Eastern Branch Watershed  

 

 

A watershed is the area that drains into a waterway when it rains, conveying polluted ñrunoffò from streets, parking lots, 
lawns and other surfaces.  If you live or work in the area outlined in black, you can have a direct impact on improving the 
Eastern Branch of the Elizabeth River.  Learn more: ElizabethRiver.org. 
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ACTION 1  ï Tell the Story, Enlist 

the  Public .  

 

Challenge:  

 

The Eastern Branch is the ñinvisibleò or lost branch of the Elizabeth River. Generally you donôt 

see it except in glimpses, passing over bridges. But this branch is bursting with history waiting to 

be told ï including the newest chapter, its restoration. 

  

The planning committee identified the No. 1 challenge for restoring the Eastern Branch: Lack of 

information ï including a lack of understanding of the current and historic health of the river. As 

a result, many residents believe this branch is dead and always will be. They donôt know how to 

help. They arenôt aware of even the limited public access opportunities. And communication is 

hampered by the fact that this branch flows through three municipalities ï Norfolk, Chesapeake 

and Virginia Beach; each with its own interests and communities.  

 

 
 

Goal 1:   Share  the Story of the Eastern 

Branch  with its Residents . 

 
By 20 18:  

1. Publish a brief, clear summary of the Eastern Branch story and what people can do to 

help, targeted to a general audience (Elizabeth River Project take the lead, with partners 

including city parks and recreation departments). Include a map of public access points 

and participating River Star schools and businesses. Distribute at least to all 34,000 

The Steering Committee visits Carolanne Farm Park on a tour of the Eastern Branch.  Rogard Ross, chair of the Public 

Involvement Work Group, gestures to underscore the importance of more public access along the branch. 



Eastern Branch Environmental Restoration Strategy - 8 

 

homeowner-occupied households (40,000 copies recommended), through mailings and 

placement in libraries and other public buildings (also post electronically). A self-mailer 

is envisioned. Use expert marketing guidance from groups such as Water Words That 

Work and pilot the publication on a small scale first. Include give-away items to spark 

interest. Potential funding: Request Eastern Branch businesses to sponsor this project. 

Promote on HR Greenôs blog. 

2. If funding is available, consider a larger marketing campaign to tell the Eastern Branch 

story, through video, social media, billboards, radio, smartphone apps. 

3. Nurture grassroots leadership. Consider a leadership workshop to train citizens to take 

leadership roles in telling the story and implementing restoration projects on a 

neighborhood scale. Potential partners: Chesapeake Bay Foundationôs VOICES program; 

Master Gardeners, Master Naturalists.  

4. Hold a ñWatershed Forumò every 2-3 years to bring together stakeholders in the 

restoration of the Eastern Branch. 

5. Ask the Virginia General Assembly to rename a portion of I-264, ñthe Eastern Branch 

Expressway,ò following the example of the Western Branch Freeway.  

6. Add signs at bridges and streams, identifying the Eastern Branch of the Elizabeth River.  

7. As noted in Action 2: Implement public art as part of multi-pronged, high profile 

restorations at one or more bridge approaches, and restore demonstration sites as a way to 

educate and engage the public. 

8. Consider an Elizabeth River song, celebrating its branches including the Eastern Branch, 

to unveil at RIVERFest annual event of Elizabeth River Project. 

 

 

Goal 2 :  Improve  Public A ccess A long t he 

Eastern Branch . 

 

Public access is a priority for creating an environmentally engaged community. While the 

Eastern Branch offers pockets of access through scattered parks and canoe launches, these are 

mostly off-the-beaten-path and are insufficient for the size and diversity of this branchôs 

population. Southern portions of the Eastern Branch in particular lack boating access. 

 

By 2018:  

1. Include existing public access points on the map to be distributed to all homeowners 

as part of Goal 1. Include parks and boat launches. Existing access points include 

Harbor Park stadium and Poplar Hall Park in Norfolk; Carolanne Farm Park and 

Arrowhead Elementary School grounds in Virginia Beach and Indian River Park (the 

largest public park in the watershed, at 91 acres, in Chesapeake), and a little-known 

canoe launch adjacent to Harbor Park.  

2. Evaluate boating access. Enlist partners such as Chesapeake Parks and Recreation Dept. 

and volunteers to conduct a site evaluation to find deficiencies such as broken piers, and 

opportunities such as existing parks that could easily be retrofitted with kayak launches. 

Consider Steamboat Creek, Indian River, Broad Creek. Potential partners:  City parks and 

recreation departments, Elizabeth River Project, Friends of Indian River, kayak groups.  
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Potential funding: VA Dept. of Game and Inland Fisheries; NOAA Coastal Zone 

Management, Cities. 

3. Extend the Elizabeth River Trail to the Eastern Branch. Finalize an optimum route 

and identify funding (consider federal ISTEA funding, which Chesapeake has secured 

successfully for other extensive trails) to extend the Elizabeth River Trail, a multi-use 

trail now located in Norfolk, to the Eastern Branch, linking together river access points, 

urban parks, and other points of interest.  Partners: Friends of Indian River, parks and 

recreation departments of cities. 

�x Possible route could cross the river from Harbor Park to Berkley on the pedestrian 

crossing next to I-264 and then continue along Indian River Road through historic 

Berkley, past Steamboat Creek, past historic Oaklette in Chesapeake, crossing the 

Indian River, cutting through Norfolk Highlands to connect with the existing trail 

system in Indian River Park and Conservation Area.  From Indian River Park, the 

trail could follow along the power line corridor to Level Green Park, Providence 

Park, and Woodstock Park in Virginia Beach before continuing along 

neighborhood streets to historic Kempsville.  The trail on the north side of the 

river would negotiate its way back from Kempsville, perhaps follow along the 

Light Rail route to Poplar Park and then go around Broad Creek to make its way 

back to Grandy Village, Chesterfield Heights and back to Harbor Park. 

 
By 2024 : 

1. Complete 

extended 

Elizabeth River 

Trail 

2. Establish at least 1 

new canoe/kayak 

public access site 

on the Eastern 

Branch, 

particularly along 

the south shore of 

the river. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Green indicates the existing Elizabeth River Trail. Blue proposes a possible expansion 
through historic sites and potential new access points around the Eastern Branch 
(courtesy, Rogard Ross, Public Involvement Work Group). 


