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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Westerly Harbor Plan is formulated in order to regulate the Townôs coastal water 

resource uses with a long range vision for controlled growth and development of harbor 

and shoreline areas. 

 

The legislative authorities are from the state, including the Rhode Island Coastal 

Resources Management Council and the Department of Environmental Management. In 

1971 The General Assembly (RIGL 46-23) gave jurisdiction to CRMC to manage tidal 

waters below the high tide which are held in trust for the public, including the Special 

Area Management Plan (SAM) for the coastal ponds. The approval of municipal Harbor 

Management regulations and plans is stated under Section 300.15 of CRMC.  

 

The Department of Environmental Management (DEM) has primary responsibility for 

implementing requirements of the Federal Clean Water Act, to protect and improve water 

quality standards. 

 

The DEM Division of Fish and Wildlife manages fin and shell fisheries within the state 

for propagation, transplanting and protecting shellfish. 

 

Chapter 4 of Title 46 of the General Laws of Rhode Island (Harbors and Harborlines) 

grants certain regulations by municipalities for public waters in their jurisdiction. 

 

 Activiti es can be controlled by Ordinance and an appointed Harbormaster. 

 

Federal authority comes from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, requiring permits for all 

work subject to the ebb and flow of the tide, and regulation of navigation. 

 

The role of the Harbor Management Plan (HMP) is to gather information, decide on 

issues, and implement the Ordinance. Required elements as per CRMC are: 

 

1. Public Access 

            2. Water Quality 

3. Mooring Management 

4. Storm Preparedness   

5. Any additional issues that a municipality wishes to address may also be 

included in the HMP. 

 

The Plan must coordinate with the Comprehensive Plan (landside plan) of Westerly, and 

be approved by the Westerly Town Council and Coastal Resources Management Council. 

 

Success for the Plan should also include cooperation with the Pawcatuck, Connecticut 

Harbor Plan for the river which is now in progress. 
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WESTERLY HMC MISSION STATEMENT 

 

Three bodies of water act as boundaries to Westerlyôs coastal areas: the Pawcatuck River, 

which separates Westerly, Rhode Island from Pawcatuck, Connecticut; the Atlantic 

Ocean, which forms Westerlyôs shoreline boundary to the south and west; and 

Quonochontaug Pond to the east, shared by the Town of Westerly and the Town of 

Charlestown. There are also several salt ponds within Westerlyôs boundaries. All of these 

bodies of water define and accent the overall character of Westerly and are sought after 

as destinations by scores of visitors during the summer months. 

 

     The Westerly Harbor Management Planning Committee has been tasked with creating 

a Harbor Management Plan for these significant town resources. This plan must meet the 

acceptance criteria mandated by the Rhode Island Coastal Resources Management 

Council (CRMC) as it will become a state-approved Harbor Management Plan. The plan 

intends: 

 

1. To encourage the responsible use of all of Westerlyôs waters and shoreline 
resources. 

2. To provide for management and balance in the equitable distribution of 

commercial, transient and private moorings. 

3. To preserve, maintain and expand public access to the water and waterfront in 

order to maximize the ability of residents and visitors to enjoy all coastal and 

marine resources. 

4. To work with appropriate agencies in order to improve water quality. 

5. To preserve CRMC water types; to provide for recreational and commercial 

interests while protecting open space, scenic vistas and wildlife habitats, wherever 

practicable. 

6. To promote boating safety by monitoring and controlling speed limits, no-wake 

zones and noise factors while designating various zone activities and intensities. 

7. To work hand-in-hand with all marine, harbor and environmental agencies at the 

local, state and federal levels, including coastal management programs of the 

towns of Stonington and Charlestown. 

8. To address storm preparedness with the Town of Westerly, in order to establish or 

maintain policies that reduce damage from storms, especially for mooring-holders 

and all shoreline users. 

9. To establish management review and dispute settlement proceduresðsuch as 

appeals and fair-hearingsðfor relevant Harbor Management Committee policies 

and practices. 
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PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION 

 
Westerly is mostly surrounded by water. 

 

Starting on the East at the Charlestown line one and one quarter miles of barrier beach 

separate the Atlantic Ocean from Quonochontaug Pond culminating in a rocky peninsula 

at Weekapaug. A breach way one half mile east of the Town line in Charlestown provides 

access from the pond to the Atlantic Ocean. 

 

From Weekapaug another five and three quarter miles of barrier beach extends all the 

way to Watch Hill Point. A breach way at Weekapaug provides access to Winnapaug 

pond which runs behind the Eastern half of the beach. Further west behind the beach is 

landlocked Maschaug Pond. 

 

From Watch Hill Point a third barrier beach runs a mile and a half to Napatree Point and 

on its North or inshore side forms the Southern boundary of Little Narragansett Bay. The 

waters from Watch Hill Point to Napatree and between the shore and a range of reefs 

several hundred yards offshore are a major entrance from the ocean to Fishers Island 

Sound and beyond it to Long Island Sound. The tides run strong in Watch Hill Passage 

making the reef a favorite fishing spot. 

 

Little Narragansett Bay is bounded on the West by the remnants of Sandy Point. Before 

the 1938 hurricane Sandy Point was an extension of Napatree and ran all the way North 

to the Connecticut shore where the Federal channel entered the Bay. Over the years the 

breach between Napatree and Sandy Point  widened,  Sandy  Point  separated into two (as 

shown in the picture above), then  three smaller Islands and in the winter of 2007/8 the 

two southernmost islands disappeared and now (2009) only the northernmost  remains.  

 

There is now a mile of open   water between Sandy Point and Napatree. Eroding sand 

from both ends has migrated into the Bay developing extensive shoals. A natural channel 

lies near the Southern (Napatree) shoal. It is privately marked in the summer and 

extensively used by small boats entering and leaving the Bay. 

 

Little Narragansett Bay is bounded on the North by the Connecticut shore and on the East  

by the Rhode Island shore starting at Watch Hill Cove at the South, Foster Cove, Potter 

Cove, and Colonel Willie Cove to the North to  the  Pawcatuck River entrance. The tides 

run strong in Watch Hill Passage making the reef a favorite fishing spot and a boon for 

Westerlyôs commercial fishing fleet.  

 

 

The Pawcatuck River, deriving its name from the Native American term, Paquatuck, 

meaning ñclear, open or shallow tidal riverñ, forms part of the border between Rhode 

Island and Connecticut. The River and its watershed span an area of 317 square miles ï 

260 in Rhode Island and 57 in Connecticut, stretches 23 miles North to South and 20 

miles East to West and discharges 40,500 cubic feet per minute of fresh water into the 

estuary between Westerly and Pawcatuck Connecticut.  



6 

 

Harbor Boundaries 

 

For the purpose of this Harbor Management Plan, the Harbor District consists of the 

waters of the Atlantic Ocean and Fishers Island Sound, as measured 500 feet from the 

shore, all of Quonochontaug Pond East to the Charlestown town line, all of Winnapaug 

Pond, the Rhode Island portion of Little Narragansett Bay to the Connecticut border and 

the Rhode Island side of the Pawcatuck River to the head of navigation in downtown 

Westerly. 

 

Water Depths 

 

Water depths in Quonochontaug Pond are estimated to be between five and nine feet 

although there are holes up to sixteen. Winnapaug Pond is estimated to be three to five 

feet with one hole of fourteen. Water depths in Little Narragansett Bay and the 

Pawcatuck River are shown on NOAA chart 13214. NOAA chart 13215 illustrates the 

southern shoreline from Watch Hill Point to Point Judith. There are no depths recorded 

on this chart for Winnapaug and Quonochontaug Ponds. The Federal channel is dredged 

to six feet at the Bay entrance at Sandy Point, seven feet to Pawcatuck Point decreasing 

to 4.1 feet in downtown Westerly. The Southerly extension to Watch Hill Cove is 

dredged to 9 feet. The informal ñCutò, between Napatree Point and Sandy Point is 

generally five feet but three or four going over the bar on the Fishers Island Sound side. 

 

Water Use Designations 
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Priority Uses   

 

DEM, Division of Water Resources, has established surface water quality standards for 

the various harbors, inlets and waterways of the state. CRMC classifi es the types of 

activities that can be conducted in the waters and on the adjacent lands. 

 

DEMôs four surface water quality classifications for seawater are described below:  

 

Class SA - These waters are designated for shellfish harvesting for direct human 

consumption, primary and secondary contact recreational activities, and fish and wildlife 

habitat. They shall be suitable for aquacultural uses, navigation, and industrial cooling. 

These waters shall have good aesthetic value. 

 

Class SB - These waters are designated for primary and secondary contact recreational 

activities; shellfish harvesting for controlled relay and depuration; and fish and wildlife 
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habitat. They shall be suitable for aquacultural uses, navigation, and industrial cooling. 

These waters shall have good aesthetic value. 

 

Class SB1 - These waters are designated for primary and secondary contact recreational 

activities and fish and wildlife habitat. They shall be suitable for aquacultural uses, 

navigation, and industrial cooling. These waters shall have good aesthetic value. Primary 

contact recreational activities may be impacted due to pathogens from approved 

wastewater discharges. However all Class SB criteria must be met 

 

Class SC - These waters are designated for secondary contact recreational activities, and 

fish and wildlife habitat. They shall be suitable for aquacultural uses, navigation, and 

industrial cooling. These waters shall have good aesthetic value. 

 

The DEM surface water quality standards for the tidal waters in Westerly follow: 

 

Tidal Pawcatuck River from Route 1 highway bridge to Pawcatuck Rock: SB1 

 

Tidal Pawcatuck River from Pawcatuck Rock to a line from Rhodes Point, RI to 

Pawcatuck Point, CT. Westerly ï SB 

 

Little Narragansett Bay west of a line extending from Pawcatuck Point in Connecticut to 

Rhodes Point in Rhode Island, excluding the area described below: SA  

 

Little Narragansett Bay including Watch Hill Cove, southeast of a line from the 

northernmost extension of land that forms Napatree Point to the westernmost point of 

land on the south side of the mouth of Fosters Cove: SA{b} 

 

There are six water types defined by the CRMC. These are linked to the characteristics of 

the shoreline, as the activities on the adjacent waterfront are the primary factors 

determining the quality and uses of specific water sites.  

 

Type 1  

Waters abut shorelines in a natural undisturbed condition and are generally classified as 

conservation areas, with the goal of preserving and protecting these waters from adverse 

uses and activities. Included in this category is one or more of the following: (1) water 

areas that are within or adjacent to the boundaries of designated wildlife refuges and 

conservation areas, (2) water areas that have retained natural habitat or maintain scenic 

values of unique or unusual significance, and (3) water areas that are particularly 

unsuitable for structures due to their exposure to severe wave action, flooding, and 

erosion. 

 

The Councilôs Goal is to preserve and protect Type 1 waters from activities and uses that 

have the potential to degrade scenic, wildlife, and plant habitat values, or which may 

adversely impact water quality or natural shoreline types. 
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Type 1 areas -  Napatree Point, Sandy Point, the southern coastline, and a small northeast 

portion of Winnapaug Pond. 

 

Priority uses include: Fishing, swimming, wildlife areas, conservation uses, and low 

intensity recreational activities. 

 

Type 2 

Low Intensity Use Areas: The Council's goal is to maintain and, where possible, restore 

the high scenic value, water quality, and natural habitat values of these areas, while 

providing for low-intensity uses that will not detract from these values. This category 

includes water in areas with high scenic values that support low-intensity recreational and 

residential uses. These waters include seasonal mooring areas where good water quality 

and fish and wildlife habitat are maintained. 

 

Type 2 areas ï Little Narragansett Bay, the Pawcatuck River up to Pier 65 Marina, The 

majority of Winnapaug Pond and Quonochontaug Pond. 

 

Priority uses include: Fishing, swimming, conservation areas, maintenance of existing 

navigational channels, transient anchorage areas, residential boating facilities, launching 

ramps. 

 

Type 3 

High Intensity Recreational Boating Areas: The Council's goal is to preserve, protect, and 

where possible, enhance Type 3 areas for high-intensity boating and the services that 

support this activity. This category includes intensely utilized water areas where 

recreational boating activities dominate and where the adjacent shorelines are developed 

as marinas, boatyards, and associated water-enhanced and water-dependent businesses. 

 

Type 3 area ï The Pawcatuck River from Pier 65 to the Stillman Avenue bridge is the 

only area designated as Type 3. 

 

Priority uses for Type 3 Waters include: public launching ramps, boatyards, marinas,  

 

Type 4 

The Council's goal is to maintain a balance among the diverse activities that must coexist 

in Type 4 waters. The changing characteristics of traditional activities and the 

development of new water-dependent uses shall, where possible, be accommodated in 

keeping with the principle that the Council shall work to preserve and restore ecological 

systems. 

 

Type 4 areas ï The designated channel from the Connecticut border up the Pawcatuck 

River is designated as Type 4. 

 

Priority uses include: Recreational fishing, boating, water-dependent commercial, 

industrial, and/or high-intensity recreational activities. 
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Type 5  

Commercial and Recreational Harbors: The Council's goals are to maintain a balance 

among diverse port-related activities, including recreational boating, commercial fishing, 

restaurants, and other water-enhanced businesses; to promote the efficient use of space; 

and to protect the scenic characteristics that make these areas valuable to tourism. These 

waters are adjacent to waterfront areas that support a variety of tourist, recreational, and 

commercial activities. 

 

Type 5 areas ï The only Type 5 area in the Town of Westerly is Watch Hill Cove. 

 

Priority uses include: Berthing, mooring, servicing of recreational crafts, commercial 

fishing vessels or ferries, water-dependent, water-enhanced commerce, maintenance of 

navigational channels and removal of obstructions to navigation.  

 

Type 6 

There are no Type 6 designated areas in the Town of Westerly 

 

FEMA Flood Plain Maps 

 

1. Sandy Point 

2. Napatree Point ï Western End 

3. Napatree Point ï Eastern End to Winnapaug Pond 

4. Block Island Sound 

5. Quonochontaug Pond West 

6. Quonochontaug Pond East 

7. Quonochontaug Pond - Breachway 

8. Pawcatuck River ï South 

9. Pawcatuck River ï Mid 

10. Pawcatuck River - South 

 

 

 

Flood Plain Maps  FEMA V-Zones 
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