
 
                                                                                                                             

 
John H. Kerr Reservoir Habitat Restoration Plan 

 
BACKGROUND  
 

Built in the 1950’s for flood control and hydropower, the John H. 
Kerr Reservoir is a 48,900 acre Corps impoundment on the 
Virginia-North Carolina border.  Kerr Reservoir is still one of the 
favored locations for organized largemouth bass fishing 
tournaments and boasts excellent fisheries for crappie, blue catfish, 

and striped bass.  Given the age of the reservoir and the water level fluctuations it suffers 
due to its use as a hydropower project, Kerr Reservoir has great potential for habitat 
improvements.  Shoreline degradation from constant wave action and water level 
fluctuation is a serious issue at this project that needs to be addressed to prevent further 
loss of shoreline habitat.  Additionally, fisheries habitat that once occupied the shoreline 
and provided excellent refugia for myriad fish species has degraded to nearly nothing in 
the past 50+ years.  The reservoir fishery would benefit greatly from a fisheries habitat 
restoration project.  Bank angler access is limited at Kerr Reservoir and is an issue that 
could best be addressed by construction of a handicapped accessible fishing pier and 
developed bank angler access areas.  Finally, and most importantly, from a habitat loss 
standpoint is the issue of passage of water with extremely low dissolved oxygen (D.O.) 
through the dam and into the Kerr tailwater/ upper Lake Gaston.   
 
PROJECT NEEDS AND BENEFITS 
 
Shoreline Restoration--Shoreline degradation is a common problem at nearly all large 
reservoirs due to boat traffic, water fluctuation, and wind.  The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers (USACE) does have an erosion control project in place on the Kerr Reservoir 
project.  Interested landowners must submit a detailed plan which 
is approved by the Operations Manager detailing exactly what 
actions they plan to take to control the erosion problem.  This is a 
good start but with 900 miles of shoreline on Kerr Reservoir, 
efforts must be increased to protect shoreline and control erosion 
on this project.  Bank destabilization and erosion destroys vital 
shallow-water fish spawning habitat and reduces shoreline depth.  Replacing riparian 
habitat with various vegetative plantings like water willow, willow, cypress, and other 
water tolerant species is the preferred technique to achieve shoreline stabilization.  This 
has a dual positive impact of erosion control while also aiding in the restoration of lost 
fisheries habitat all in one activity.  Restoring riparian habitat has the added benefit of 
providing shoreline shading resulting in temperature refuge for fish and other aquatic life. 
Mechanical bank stabilization efforts like rip-rap and bulkheads might be necessary in the 
worst impacted locations but other options like riparian restoration should be employed 
where possible to control significant losses of shoreline habitat. 
 Estimated cost:  $10 million  

USACE 



 
Fish Habitat Restoration--Replacing valuable littoral zone fisheries 
habitat lost over the years through water level fluctuations and simple 
decay will benefit the Kerr Reservoir fishery and provide anglers 
locations to target their fishing efforts.  Fish habitat structures like 
brush piles, sunken evergreen trees, fallen trees, rock piles, artificial 

attractors (several brands are being marketed today) are all excellent options that can be 
explored at Kerr.  These habitats can provide vital nursery and spawning habitat for many 
fish species in addition to the benefit to anglers.  
 Estimated cost:  $5 million 
 
Public fishing access--With 900 miles of shoreline it would appear that there would be 
unlimited access for bank anglers at Kerr Reservoir.  Unfortunately much of the shoreline 
area is inaccessible to bank anglers and most opportunities are limited to the State Parks 
and USACE access sites.  Addition of a handicapped accessible fishing pier and 
developed bank anger access areas near area of high angler use would help alleviate the 
problem of limited bank fishing opportunities on this reservoir. 
 Estimated cost:  $1,000,000 
 
Dissolved oxygen--Low dissolved oxygen levels in water being discharged through Kerr 
Reservoir dam has been an issue at this project for many years.  Impacts of low dissolved 
oxygen include loss of fish habitat in Lake Gaston directly below Kerr Reservoir dam.  In 
the early 2000’s venting of the Kerr Reservoir turbines began in an effort to increase 
dissolved oxygen released into upper Lake Gaston.  This improved water quality 
marginally during summer months with an increase in D.O. from 0 ppm to about 1.0 to 
1.5 ppm, still below the oxygen level necessary to sustain a fishery.  Additionally, these 
values do not meet DEQ/EPA minimum oxygen level criteria for aquatic life. Up to ten 
miles of the upper portion of Lake Gaston is impacted by this release of deoxygenated 
water from the Kerr Reservoir turbines.  To improve fisheries habitat in Lake Gaston it 
will be necessary to increase D.0. through some form of oxygen injection system.  
Injection of oxygen into the water with a diffuser system either in the forebay or the 
turbines will achieve this goal and alleviate the impacts of releasing water with extremely 
low D.O.   

Estimated cost:  $5 million  
 
ECONOMIC STIMULUS NEED  
 
The economy of Southside Virginia is one of the most heavily impacted areas in Virginia 
with unemployment levels some of the highest in the state. Most of the projects listed 
above could be accomplished with local skill and labor and would help put many people 
back to work.  The trickle-down effects of these projects will also impact local businesses 
like restaurants and hotels that cater to contract employees. 


