
LAKE CUMBERLAND SHORELINE ENHANCEMENT PROJECT 
 
 
 
Background  
 
Lake Cumberland lies in south-central Kentucky and was formed through impoundment of 
the Cumberland River by the Army Corps of Engineers  in 1952.  Authorized project 
purposes were initially flood control and hydropowe r generation, but recreation was 
added in 1965 through the Federal Water Project Rec reation Act. 
 
Lake Cumberland encompasses 
48,000 acres, drains an area of 5,789 
square miles and depths greater than 
100 feet are not uncommon.  Normal 
yearly pool fluctuations fall in the 
range of +/- 30 feet.  Lake 
Cumberland provides a large 
economic base with annual visitation 
estimated at 4 million.  In 2008, 
visitors provided $150 million in 
economic benefits to the local 
economy.  Lake Cumberland is 
currently considered one of the top 
25 Army Corps lakes for recreational 
fishing visitation in the U.S.  Based 
on a 2008 creel survey and 2006 National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife –
Associated Recreation trip data, anglers at Lake Cu mberland provided $20 million in 
economic benefits from recreational fishing efforts  alone in 2008.  
 
Problem and Opportunity  
 
Lake Cumberland provides a mix of both warm and coo l water sport fish.  Popular species 
include largemouth, smallmouth, and spotted bass, w alleye, striped bass, crappie, channel 
catfish and panfish.  Although large in size, Lake Cumberland offers a limited variety of 
shoreline habitat.  The majority of the lake is bow l shaped and is comprised of steep rock 
bluffs and shale shoreline.   
 

Upper creek arms are limited to sand and shale, and  
due to normal pool fluctuations, complex habitat is  
extremely limited below summer pool levels.  It is 
the lack of this complex shoreline habitat that lim its 
growth and expansion of most sport fish in the lake .  
Addition of complex shoreline habitat will 
significantly impact all major sport fisheries at L ake 
Cumberland with the possible exception of striped 
bass.  This project will provide positive impacts a nd 
benefits for the remaining species listed above 
which account for 70% of the fishing effort at the 

lake. 
 
The current major construction activities that are occurring on Wolf Creek Dam has 
provided a unique opportunity to conduct extensive habitat work on Lake Cumberland.  
The lake is currently being held at 40 feet below n ormal pool level to complete repairs to 



the dam.  This drawdown is anticipated to continue for another 3-4 years.  During this time, 
easy access to critically important and strategic a reas of the lake is possible and would 
allow for a substantial large scale habitat project  to be completed. 
 
Proposed Conservation Actions   
 
The Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resour ces proposes a plan to increase the 
amount of complex shoreline habitat in the upper re aches of four embayments on Lake 
Cumberland.  Through the use of class 3 channel lin ing, natural shale, hardwood trees and 
8-foot four by fours, year-round z-shaped and stair  step habitat reefs would be 
constructed to provide spawning, feeding, movement/ staging, winter and summer habitat. 
 
Stair-step shelf structures would be created by lay ing down class 3 channel lining on the 
natural shoreline slope to create an 8-foot wide by  100-foot long rock shelf or bench.  The 
upper shelf would be built at the 3-5 foot depth ba sed on summer pool elevations.  
Additional shelves would be built at the 10-foot an d 20-foot depths to create a stair step 
design that would result in the addition of approxi mately 300 linear feet of complex habitat 
at each structure.  Rock piles, hardwood trees, and  stake beds using four-by-four stakes 
would then be place at multiple locations on the sh elves to increase the complexity of the 
habitat.  Z-shaped shelf structures would be simila r in design, but the middle shelf would 
run on a diagonal from the end of the 3-5 foot shel f down to the opposite end of the 20-foot 
shelf, creating a Z shape. 
 
A total of 20 structures would be constructed in th e mid-to-upper reaches of each 
embayment to take advantage of a gentler slope, lac k of rock bluffs, and lack of any 
existing complex shoreline habitat.  Depending on s eason, the shelves would offer 
feeding, staging or spawning habitat.  As a result of their rock construction, these 
structures would also withstand pool fluctuations t hat typically destroy natural habitat in 
the lake.  If 80 total structures are completed, th is would provide for the addition of 
approximately 4.5 miles of complex structure over t he various depths. 
 
Long Term Benefits  
 

·  Provides year-round habitat at multiple depths for the adult target sport and forage 
species. 

·  Provides spawning habitat for the target fish speci es resulting in increases in year 
class production. 

·  Provides nursery areas for juvenile target fish res ulting in increases in survival. 
·  Provides complex structure at multiple depths resul ting in travel corridors and 

staging areas for target fish species over the enti re year.  
·  Provides for permanent structure that will require little to no maintenance in areas 

that have been either degraded or where structure i s completely absent.  
·  Concentrates the target sport fish species resultin g in an increase in angler catch 

and satisfaction. 
·  Increase recreational fishing opportunities resulti ng in economic benefits to the 

local economy.  
·  Stabilized bank areas and decreased erosion/sedimen tation resulting in 

improvements in water quality. 
·  Provides for a large increase in surface area for t he production of aquatic 

invertebrates including crayfish. 
·  Once in a lifetime opportunity to complete the proj ect when water levels are down 

over 40 ft as a result of repairs being made to the  dam. 
·  Because of the current situation (reduced lake leve ls) the project will be highly 

visible. 



·  Construction of habitat will be conducted on the cu rrent dewatered banks making 
placement of the habitat more accurate than just du mping structure and hoping 
you obtain the intended results. 

·  Provides for an economic stimulus to an important r ecreational area that has been 
impacted not only from the economic downturn but al so as a result of the lowering 
of lake levels to repair the dam. 

 
In summary, this project will result in positive lo ng term impacts to the recreationally 
important fish species at Lake Cumberland.  In addi tion, the number of fishing trips, angler 
catch, and angler satisfaction will increase.  This  highly visible project will not only 
stimulate the local economy over the short term by creating construction jobs but will also 
result in a long term increase in the number of hig h quality fishing opportunities at the 
lake.     
 
Estimated Costs  
 
Construction would require the hauling of rock to a ccessible pre-determined locations, 
manipulation and creation through the use of heavy machinery, and placement of complex 
habitat through machine and on-the-ground worker ma nipulation. 
 
Based on a dimension of 8 feet by 300 feet for each  structure, it is estimated that the total 
cost per structure would be approximately $25,000.0 0.  This includes the cost of the rock, 
fees associated with hauling, unloading and cleanup  of rock, purchase of additional 
supplies including four-by-four posts, rental of ma chinery, contractor costs, and any 
unforeseen expenses. 
 
The greatest impact and benefits would be derived f rom a greater number of structures 
installed.  It is proposed that 80 structures be co nstructed throughout four embayments.  
As described, the total estimated cost of project i s $2 million.   
 

 


