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Background
During the past several years, debates over
where Georgians should have the right to boat,
fish and hunt on Georgia’s rivers and streams
have raged in both state courts and the General
Assembly. In 2023, Gov. Brian Kemp signed
into law a bill affirming Georgians’ right to boat,
fish and hunt on the state’s “navigable
streams.” Unfortunately, the state’s definition
of navigable is ambiguous and court rulings
over the years have resulted in further
confusion.

Georgia’s Streams Support Small Businesses 
Some 70 small businesses offering canoe,
kayak, tube, raft and paddleboard rentals, and
hundreds of independent fishing guides
depend on access to the state’s network of
rivers and streams. Additionally, Georgia is
home base to numerous boat manufacturers. 

Water-Based Recreation Means Economic
Development in Rural Georgia
There are at least 290 streams or stream
segments across the state that are capable of
supporting passage in small boats, a small
percentage of the total 70,000 miles of
streams and rivers in the state. Many of these
streams are located in rural communities. Of
Georgia’s 159 counties, 96 percent are home to
streams that are capable of floating recreational
vessels like canoes and kayaks. For instance, in
Gilmer County, the Cartecay River is part of a
$14.9 million-a-year local amusement industry
that creates 263 local jobs and provides $2.9
million in income.

Protecting Georgia’s Outdoor Recreation Economy
FREEDOM TO FLOAT 

However, one right of all Georgians that should
be unambiguous is the “right of passage”— the
right to boat down any stream capable of
supporting such passage. This right has been
part of common law since before statehood
and it has been affirmed in court rulings since.
But, the right has been lost in the ongoing
noise over “navigability,” a definition that
determines streambed ownership, but has no
bearing on the right of passage in the state’s
common law history. That right should be
affirmed by the legislature to protect our
state’s outdoor recreation heritage and our
record-setting tourism and outdoor recreation
economies.

Whitewater kayaking on the Cartecay River

 Public access to and passage
down streams generates visitors

and tax revenue in rural
communities across the state,
helping reduce local property

tax burdens. 

Tourism is Big Business in Georgia
In 2024, the state welcomed a record 174
million visitors. Those visitors generated $82
billion in total economic impact and supported
more than 470,000 jobs. In 2023, outdoor
recreation accounted for 2.1 percent of
Georgia’s gross domestic product; boating and
fishing alone generated $1.1 billion in economic
activity. 

Kayaking on South Chickamauga Creek
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Right of Passage—The Freedom to Float
Passage down streams that are now popular
tourist destinations (Chattahoochee River,
Ebenezer Creek and more!) has been
protected under Georgia law since before
statehood when those same streams and
rivers served as our first public highways.

Some have misconstrued that 1863 definition
of “navigable” to empower property owners to
block the public from floating down some
streams. This is a dangerous interpretation of
the state’s statutory and common law that
places small outdoor recreation businesses at
risk. A single stream front property owner
could effectively shut down a small business.

Georgia needs policies that
protect the right to boat

down our rivers and
streams.
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Freedom to Float Coalition
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Ebenezer Creek near Savannah

FOR MORE INFORMATION CONTACT: 
Georgia Rivers: Rena Ann Peck, rena@garivers.org, and Joe Cook, joe@garivers.org
American Whitewater: Kevin Colburn, kevin@americanwhitewater.org
Georgia Canoeing Association: Carol Proctor, creiser11@gmail.com
Tennessee Valley Canoe Club: Katie Larue, ktlarue@gmail.com

This effort is supported by Georgia Rivers, American Whitewater, Georgia Canoeing Association,
American Canoe Association and Tennessee Valley Canoe Club

In the 1800s, the General Assembly went to
great lengths to keep all streams open for boat
passage, and that right of passage, even on
small streams whose streambeds were
privately owned, was affirmed by the Georgia
Supreme Court in 1849; the right was
reaffirmed by the courts in the modern era. It
is right that exists independent of hunting and
fishing rights and was unaltered by the state’s
definition of navigable streams adopted in
1863. 

Such policy also places Georgia at a
competitive disadvantage with neighboring
states in attracting outdoor recreation tourism.
Florida, South Carolina, North Carolina and
Tennessee all have policies that ensure boaters
may pass down all streams capable of
supporting recreational watercraft. 

To protect Georgia’s record-setting tourism
economy and our outdoor heritage, the
“freedom to float,” must be recognized and
protected.  
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