
REVEALING THE 
RIVERLANDS
REIMAGINING METRO ATLANTA’S RELATIONSHIP WITH THE 
CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVER

SCAPE
GRESHAM SMITH
BIOHABITATS 
NEW SOUTH ASSOCIATES 
DR. NA’TAKI OSBORNE JELKS 
DR. RICHARD MILLIGAN 
EDWARDS-PITMAN

PROJECT VISION 



LEARN MORE ABOUT THE PROJECT AT: 

WWW.CHATTAHOOCHEERIVERLANDS.COM

DOCUMENT PREPARED FOR: 

The Chattahoochee River Greenway Study (Chattahoochee 
RiverLands) is being managed by a joint Project Management 
Team (PMT) consisting of the Atlanta Regional Commission 

(ARC), the Trust for Public Land, Cobb County, and the City of 
Atlanta. The project is being designed in collaboration with 
the Chattahoochee Working Group (CWG), a collection of 

stakeholders, residents, and political officials working within 
the study area.

SCAPE Landscape Architecture is leading a collaborative 
Design Team composed of nationally and locally renowned 

experts in the fields of Landscape Architecture & Urban Design 
(SCAPE), Transportation, Multi-Modal Trail Design and Network 

Planning (Gresham Smith), Ecological Design & Planning 
(Biohabitats), Anthropology & History (New South Associates), 

Environmental Justice (Dr. Na’Taki Osborne Jelks), and 
Geography (Dr. Richard Milligan). 



“There’s a river somewhere that flows  
through the lives of everyone.” 

Roberta Flack   



REVEALING THE RIVERLANDS
The Chattahoochee RiverLands will re-unite 
the river with Metro Atlanta, and link suburban, 
urban, and rural communities into a continuous 
100-mile public realm. More than a single 
trail, the RiverLands is a linear network of 
greenways and blueways that will bring people 
to the water’s edge, promote stewardship and 
conservation of the river, and reveal the subtle 
magic of the Chattahoochee to all.

Introduction

The Chattahoochee River is a shared historic, economic, cultural, 
and ecological resource of extraordinary value for Metro 
Atlanta and the state of Georgia. The river traverses the region, 
forms the boundary of many counties and cities, and provides 
recreation and ecological services for communities along its 
course. The 100-mile Chattahoochee RiverLands project is an 
opportunity to reconsider the region’s relationship to the river 
and create a new vision for the future that will raise public 
awareness of the river, improve connections and access, identify 
potential areas for protection or investment, and build on a 
legacy of ecological conservation and protection. 

The RiverLands will create a connective spine along a waterbody 
that has historically provided for, divided, and recently inspired 
communities of the Atlanta Metro Region. This project presents 
a unique chance to reconnect these communities not only to 
each other, but to the edges of the Chattahoochee River. The 
historic and contemporary relationships between the river, its 
resources, and the growth and development of the region form 
the core of a living legacy that will shape the identity of the 
greenway. This identity will only continue to unfold and evolve 
over many decades, ultimately guiding and promoting future 
regional development that balances access to recreational 
opportunities with ecological protection of the river corridor. 

The RiverLands will not only draw residents and visitors 
to traverse the 100-mile corridor. It will build on a unique 
history of social and environmental activism that have defined 
the contemporary Chattahoochee River and its tributaries, 
cultivating future stewards of the region. The charge to continue 
this legacy by carefully curating connections, ensuring equitable 
access to high quality open space, and protecting sensitive 
ecological areas is at the core of the project. 

The vision outlined in this document establishes the 
Chattahoochee RiverLands’ identity and defines the framework 
through which the RiverLands will continue to develop over 
time.



PROJECT VISION
Four goal statements structure the approach 
to the Chattahoochee RiverLands and define a 
framework for design that equally prioritizes 
access, equity, ecology, and identity.

 A SAFE, CONNECTIVE CORRIDOR
The Chattahoochee RiverLands will connect communities along 
the river and the metro region. Connected trails, new parks, 
and an active public realm will provide opportunities for better 
health, physical activity, transportation, private reflection, and 
community cohesion. Thoughtful improvements in existing 
spaces and new connections will transform park and trail 
access for all.

A COMMON GROUND FOR ALL
The Chattahoochee RiverLands will be accessible to people 
of all backgrounds, abilities, and ages. The resources of the 
River must be inviting to the widest possible range of people, 
creating a common ground for recreation and transportation 
that equitably serves the diverse and expanding communities of 
the Metro Atlanta region.

AN ECOLOGICAL REFUGE 
FOR THE REGION

The Chattahoochee RiverLands will improve the ecological 
health of the river basin. Ecological restoration, park 
acquisition, land conservation, development standards, and 
other tools will provide strategic and holistic approaches for 
protecting sensitive species and ecosystems, reducing habitat 
fragmentation, improving water quality, and promoting the 
long-term revival of biodiversity.

A LIVING LEGACY FOR FUTURE 
GENERATIONS

The Chattahoochee RiverLands is a generational project that 
establishes a new, positive identity for the Chattahoochee River. 
Unfolding and evolving over many decades, the RiverLands 
will interpret the rich social and ecological history of the 
Chattahoochee while introducing an adaptive template that will 
guide regional planning decisions around growth, conservation, 
and stewardship.



THE CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVERLANDS STUDY
The Chattahoochee RiverLands study 
area spans a 100-mile corridor through 
the Metro Atlanta Region, from Buford 
Dam to Chattahoochee Bend State Park 
in Coweta County. The study area focuses 
on a one-mile buffer on both sides of the 
Chattahoochee River with links to the 
larger watershed and urban region. The 
Project Area crosses multiple jurisdictional 
boundaries, including seven counties and 
numerous cities and municipalities.



THE CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVERLANDS STUDY



THE RIVERLANDS
Along its 100 miles, the Chattahoochee 
RiverLands Project Area spans suburbs, rural 
areas, and the city itself. Three sub-areas were 
identified representing different landscape 
characters and identities within the Project 
Area: the agricultural countryside, the urban 
core, and the suburban parklands. Sub-area 
identification was shaped by jurisdictional 
boundaries, land use characteristics, 
environmental and topographical constraints, 
and demographic data. While this approach 
helps focus the analysis and develop nuanced 
and contextual design strategies, it is critical 
to recognize diversity and complexity within 
each sub-area and their relationships to the 
larger Project Area.

THE AGRICULTURAL 
COUNTRYSIDE
The Agricultural Countryside (Sub-Area 3) 
is characterized by large tracts of private 
land where agriculture and forests are most 
prevalent. This portion of the River is the least 
developed and has the lowest population 
density. Anticipated challenges to the 
Greenway here include lack of river access 
and lack of public transit alternatives. 

SUB-AREA 3

SUB-AREA 2
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THE URBAN CORE
This segment of River runs along the western 
edge of the city of Atlanta, the eastern edge of 
Cobb County and through vast tracts of industrial 
land on the Fulton County side. The Urban Core 
(Sub-Area 2) is defined by industrial land uses. 
Utility easements could be used to facilitate 
Greenway alignments along the River’s edge, 
mitigating the current lack of public access to the 
riverside. Residential communities, even those 
close to the water, typically lack access to the 
River and its resources. 

THE SUBURBAN PARKLANDS 
The Suburban Parklands (Sub-Area 1) includes 
15 park units within the Chattahoochee River 
National Recreation Area (CRNRA), and the 
largest number of public river access points. 
Land use patterns reveal large areas of low-
density residential land use, forests, and the 
largest area of publicly accessible open space. 

SUB-AREA 1
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THE RIVER OVER TIME

9350 B.C.E.-1400 C.E 
THE RIVER AS A WAY OF LIFE

Pre-European Contact: The Chattahoochee loosely follows 
the Brevard Fault, a geological formation that is also 
expressed at the human scale in the form of shoals and 
rock outcroppings. Prior to European settlement, shoals and 
riverbanks were central to indigenous life. This relationship 
is still visible in the remnants of fish weirs. The Creek and 
Cherokee enjoyed the abundant warm water fishery and the 
region’s expansive forest cover, and created settlements, 
trails, and access points oriented to the river as a source of 
life and sustenance.   

1800-1860  
THE RIVER AS A DRIVER OF INDUSTRY

Early 1800s: With colonization and the expansion of Georgia’s 
Euro-American settlers, the forced removal of the Creek and 
Cherokee people brought a new era of development built on 
harvesting the power of water for local industry. Grist and 
paper mills powered by the river and its tributaries drove the 
development of new River towns, creating a need for ferries 
to move people from bank to bank. Ferry crossings aligned 
with the earlier Native American trails and shoals. 
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1900-1950  
THE RIVER AS A REGIONAL UTILITY

1900s: The advent of electric power catalyzed the use of 
hydroelectric dams along the River for power. The first of 
these large-scale structures along the Chattahoochee was 
Morgan Falls Dam, which was completed in 1904 to supply 
electric power to Atlanta’s expanding streetcar network as 
well as to ensure a consistent supply of drinking water for 
the Metro Atlanta Region. The uses of the River expanded 
throughout the 20th century, with the river receiving treated 
and untreated wastewater, providing water resources to the 
region, and continuing to provide electric power. 

1860-1900  
THE RIVER AS A BARRIER TO MOVEMENT

Late 1800s: As the pressure of settlement increased in the 
19th century, the River became a dividing line between 
communities and a barrier to movement. Rail surpassed 
water as the primary method for transporting the freight, 
and bridges further aided the growth of the region. The River 
corridor itself was used as a strategic barrier in the Civil 
War, with relics of this use remaining today in the form of 
earthworks, or shoupades. After the war, the rail network 
expanded rapidly and solidified the prominence of the city of 
Atlanta as a regional economic hub.   
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THE RIVER OVER TIME

1950-1980  
THE RIVER AS A NEGLECTED RESOURCE

1950s: Interstates and highways constructed in the second 
half of the twentieth century further cleared the way for 
sprawling subdivisions where once there were forests 
and farmland. As the regional population increased, so 
did downstream pollution from industrial and residential 
wastewater, peaking in the 1980s. This era finds the River in 
decline. Simultaneously, the River was used as a barrier to 
racial mobility during segregation and the civil rights eras. 
While school segregation ended in 1961, the legacy of racial 
politics of this era remains embedded in the physical fabric of 
today’s corridor.  

1970-1990  
THE RIVER AS A CATALYST FOR ACTIVISM

1970s-2000s: Concerned about the frequent flow of pollution 
into the Chattahoochee River, passionate community 
members began advocating for water quality improvements 
in the late 1960s. This spirit of advocacy and activism 
surrounding the river was recognized in 1978 by President 
Jimmy Carter in the creation of the Chattahoochee River 
National Recreation Area and, later, the first national water 
trail (2012). This era of planning and community advocacy 
set up protections that are enforced today, including the 
Metropolitan River Protection Act (MRPA), which regulates 
development along the River corridor.  
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TODAY  
IT’S TIME TO RECONNECT WITH THE RIVER

The Chattahoochee RiverLands aims to bring people back 
to the river and create an equitable regional destination for 
the growing and increasingly diverse populations of Metro 
Atlanta. The project marks a new era in the River’s history, 
aiming to restore social and physical connections to the river, 
conserve and restore natural resources, and craft a living 
legacy for future generations. 

1990-PRESENT  
THE RIVER IN RECOVERY

1990s: Today the River is cleaner than it has been in a 
century, due to citizen efforts and infrastructure initiatives 
that reduce sewage overflow and contamination. The 
river supports a thriving recreational fishing economy 
and healthy populations of native and introduced species, 
including one of the most popular trout fisheries in the 
south. While the River still suffers from upstream urban 
population impacts and much work remains to be done, the 
trend of improving River health has inspired an emerging 
network of greenspaces and water access points along the 
Chattahoochee. Diversity in the region is increasing with 
regional population growth, but racial disparities in access to 
greenspace persist and shape the public dialogue around the 
future of the river. 
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THE PROCESS
The vision and principles presented in 
this document were developed through 
stakeholder visioning, collaborative input, 
and community co-design sessions. The 
RiverLands Team aims to continually 
incorporate public comment and feedback 
through an equitable and broad outreach 
process that spans planning, design, and 
implementation. 

Over seventy committed partner organizations and 
stakeholders have participated in the process to build a new 
identity and spatial framework for the Chattahoochee River. 
The planning and design process aims to engage people across 
a broad social spectrum and has led to the identification of 
diverse aspirations for the river, including the desire to protect 
and restore native ecosystems, invite public access, improve 
safety, increase stewardship, and redefine the river as a 
beloved local, regional and national asset.

The vision and strategies presented in this document were 
developed through stakeholder visioning, collaborative input, 
and community co-design sessions and were synthesized by 
the Design Team. This effort was specifically supported by 
discussions between the Project Team (Project Management 
Team + Design Team), the Sub-Area Committees, and the 
Chattahoochee Working Group.

The Task 2 literature review and existing conditions analysis 
completed in coordination with public and stakeholder 
engagement investigated the Chattahoochee River’s geography, 
geology, hydrological systems and morphology, ecology and 
conservation patterns, land use and development patterns, 
regulatory boundaries and frameworks, political boundaries, 
and urban infrastructure. The Design Team concluded the 
existing conditions inventory with a series of takeaways and 
a living document of ongoing initiatives that was vetted by 
stakeholder organizations and public individuals. 

The vision presented in this document builds on the existing 
conditions analysis and represents the beginning of a longer 
process to develop a RiverLands Greenway Plan that will focus 
on specific elements of the corridor, including connections 
and alignments, regulatory framework and compliance, park 
and conservation planning, and implementation and concept 
proposals. Equitable and broad community and stakeholder 
engagement will remain central to the development of the 
RiverLands plan and the execution of this work.

Moving forward from this visioning document with ongoing 
community engagement, the Design Team will create a corridor 
Greenway Plan. The plan will focus on, but not be limited 
to, specific elements of the corridor including connections 
and alignments, regulatory framework and compliance, park 
and conservation planning, and implementation and concept 
proposals. Physical Model used during Windshield Driving Tour - Flags placed by 

community members

Inside the Task 2 Memo Existing Conditions Analysis
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Sub-Area Committee Meeting #1 in Roswell - 03/26/2019

Sub-Area Committee Meeting #2 in the City of South Fulton - 03/27/2019

Sub-Area Committee Meeting #2 in the City of South Fulton - 03/27/2019

Sub-Area Committee Meeting #3 at Historic Banning Mills - 03/28/2019

Stakeholder Meeting #1 in Roswell - 12/11/2018

Proctor Creek Residents Roundtable -  12/12/2018

Tour of Roswell Riverwalk - 12/11/2018

Stakeholder Meeting #3 in Serenbe - 12/12/2018
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THE RIVERLANDS
The Chattahoochee RiverLands will re-unite 
the river with the Metro Atlanta region, and 
link suburban, urban, and rural communities 
into a continuous 100-mile public realm. 
More than a trail, the RiverLands is a linear 
network of Greenways and Blueways that will 
bring people to the water’s edge, promote 
stewardship and conservation of the river, and 
reveal the subtle magic of the Chattahoochee 
to all. 

THE GREENWAY
And River Destinations  
The Greenway maximizes connectivity between River parks, 
River communities, River destinations, and the waterway itself 
by creating a multi-use, multi-modal trail that follows the River. 
It provides an immediate connection to the Chattahoochee, 
guiding people along its course and, at moments, invite people 
to its banks and shoals. The Greenway is carefully designed 
to balance needs of access and conservation, as its path will 
intersect riparian forests, wetlands, parks, and neighborhoods. 
The Greenway is the regional spine of the Chattahoochee 
RiverLands and all other RiverLands trails link back to this 
system.

THE BLUEWAY 
And River Ecosystems

The Blueway unlocks the resources of the waterway and 
invites people into the Chattahoochee. Serving motorized and 
non-motorized boating and floating, the Blueway reveals new 
methods of regional water-based movement. Stopping points 
along the water trail include campsites and picnic areas directly 
accessible from the water, enabling overnight and seasonal 
uses of the RiverLands. The Greenway and Blueway intersect 
along the River, offering direct water access and boat launches 
accessible to all users. These intersections are important 
nodes in the system and are distributed to serve the regional 
population and create opportunities for half day, full day, and 
overnight trips.

+ +

UNDERSERVED COMMUNITY

ENAHANCED WATER ACCESS

PARK UNIT

HISTORICAL SITE

RECREATIONAL AREA 

BLUFFS AND SHOALS

RIPARIAN FOREST
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TRIBUTARY TRAILS
And Wider Communities 
Tributary Trails link the wider community to the RiverLands. 
Tracing tributaries from regional population centers to the 
Greenway and Blueway, Tributary Trails connect neighborhoods 
and cities with the resources of the River. Tributary corridors 
are ideal opportunities for Tributary Trails, and many trails are 
already being planned by municipalities as local initiatives. 
Tributary Trails do not need to be aligned along water bodies: 
they can simply connect population centers to the Greenway 
and Blueway. Tributary Trails will be developed over time 
and are excellent opportunities for creative implementation 
partnerships.

THE RIVERLANDS

=

TRAIL TOWN

UNDERSERVED COMMUNITY

REGIONAL TRAIL
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DESIGN STRATEGIES
The Chattahoochee RiverLands spans multiple 
county and city jurisdictions, complex site 
conditions, and diverse populations. The 
design strategies presented represent an 
evolving toolkit of methods to translate 
the vision and goals of the Chattahoochee 
RiverLands to on-the-ground conditions. 

A SAFE, CONNECTIVE CORRIDOR
The Chattahoochee RiverLands will use different types of 
trails to connect communities along the river and across the 
metro region. The Greenway will be a multi-use path that 
serves active transportation and recreation by creating a 
safe, accessible, and connected route along the River. The 
Water Trail will link river communities and encourage boating, 
floating, swimming, and responsible use of the Chattahoochee’s 
waters. Tributary trails will provide safe routes of passage 
between the River and its surrounding communities, towns, 
and region. Public transportation will strategically connect to 
the RiverLands, enabling access and use of the Greenway as a 
resource for all residents of Metropolitan Atlanta.
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A COMMON GROUND FOR ALL

The Chattahoochee RiverLands will be accessible to people, 
of all backgrounds, abilities and ages. The resources of the 
RiverLands will be inviting to the widest possible range of 
users, creating a common ground for recreation that equitably 
serves the diverse and expanding communities of the Metro 
Atlanta Region. Historically underserved neighborhoods will be 
connected to the RiverLands, opening up opportunities for new 
public space creation and park designation that provide access 
for those who need them most. Communities will be engaged 
in the process, with their voices shaping and co-designing 
spaces that serve their community. In addition to the promise 
of improved quality of life benefits for said neighborhoods, this 
vision also acknowledges an awareness and concern about the 
potential for the RiverLands to precipitate gentrification and 
displacement if care is not taken to consider and plan with low-
income and marginalized communities in mind.
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AN ECOLOGICAL REFUGE FOR THE 
REGION

The Chattahoochee RiverLands will improve the ecological 
health of the river basin and build upon generations of 
support and stewardship for the health of both land and 
water. As the Metro Atlanta population grows and the climate 
changes, ecological connectivity along the River is essential 
for biodiversity, species movement, and the long-term 
health of our environment and region. The Greenway will be 
carefully designed to protect floodplains and sensitive native 
ecosystems, restore riparian edges and buffer zones, and 
enhance ecological connectivity. The RiverLand’s trails and 
parks will create further opportunities for ecological advocacy 
and citizen science along the banks of the Chattahoochee. The 
Chattahoochee RiverLands will act as an ecological refuge for 
an expanding and changing region.

DESIGN STRATEGIES
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A LIVING LEGACY FOR FUTURE 
GENERATIONS

The Chattahoochee RiverLands is a generational project and 
will unfold and evolve over many decades. The Greenway 
will interpret the rich cultural and ecological history of the 
Chattahoochee and set up a new adaptive template that 
guides regional growth, conservation, and stewardship. The 
region holds immense cultural and historic resources that 
reveal centuries of human history; the RiverLands will carefully 
facilitate opportunities for communities and neighbors to 
interpret and link these sites into a spatial storytelling network 
that can evolve as the region grows. Signage and wayfinding 
will unite the RiverLands and create inviting and accessible 
spaces that serve the diverse population of the Metro Atlanta 
Region. The RiverLands will promote responsible urban 
development that reduces impacts to the river and encourages 
stewardship and engagement with ecological resources for 
populations young and old. The Chattahoochee RiverLands 
is a living legacy that will evolve and grow over multiple 
generations.
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The Chattahoochee River Greenway Study is being developed through 
collaborative input from stakeholders and community members. 

For more information and to get involved: 

WWW.CHATTAHOOCHEERIVERLANDS.COM


