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Rafting and other recre-
ational activities in the Nan-
tahala River Gorge are a huge
attraction that draws hordes
of tourists and outdoor en-
thusiasts to Western North
Carolina each year.

Despite its rather remote
location, the regional eco-
nomic impact of the Nanta-
hala River Gorge is substan-
tial.

While it may be tucked
away in the Nantahala Gorge
50 miles from any place you
might classify as even a mid-
sized city, the Nantahala Out-
door Center (NOC) is known
to whitewater rafters and
kayakers worldwide. 

NOC, which is located
just west of Bryson City in
Swain County, has been of-
fering rafting trips and other
various outdoor recreational
activities for more than 40
years, and has grown to be-
come the nation’s largest
whitewater rafting compa-
ny. 

The center is one of the
bigger employers in Western
North Carolina, employing
more than 1,000 people dur-
ing peak season (June-Au-
gust), according to NOC
marketing director Charles
Conner. 

He referenced a 2009
Highway 19 corridor eco-
nomic impact study indi-
cating that “Nantahala
River Gorge has a substan-
tial and valuable effect on
the surrounding Carolina
Smokies region,” which in-
cludes the eight western-
most counties of Macon,
Jackson, Clay, Cherokee,
Haywood, Graham, Bun-
combe and Swain. 

Citing the study, conduct-
ed on behalf of Franklin-

based travel tourism center
Smoky Mountain Host, Con-
ner noted that the Nantahala
River Gorge has a $62 mil-
lion direct impact annually
on the region in terms of pay-
roll expenditures, other oper-
ating expenditures, capital ex-
penditures and attendee
spending.  

The study also revealed
Nantahala River Gorge’s in-
direct impact annually to the
local economy is $85 million
(represents 2008 constant
dollars). 

“In terms of employ-
ment, the Nantahala River
Gorge created and main-
tained1,061 jobs to the re-
gional economy,” states the
study report.

Additionally, visitor sur-
veys collected for the study
(1,065 individuals) showed
64.6 percent of respondents
came to the Carolina Smok-
ies Region primarily to visit
the Nantahala River Gorge. 

“Whitewater rafting and
outdoor recreation in the
Nantahala Gorge bring al-
most $100 million into West-
ern North Carolina and serve
as anchors for extended-stay
vacations and rentals. Along-
side our region’s scenic
drives, passenger train ex-
cursions and cultural attrac-
tions, recreational opportuni-
ties have made these moun-
tains one of the Southeast’s
best-known and most-en-
joyed destinations,” Conner
said.

Juliet Jacobsen-Kastorff
with Endless River Adven-
tures, which has been guid-
ing trips on the Nantahala
since 1991, also cited the
Highway 19 corridor study. 

“It’s huge. It’s a multi-
million dollar impact,” she
said of the Nantahala River
Gorge’s economic signifi-
cance to the region. 

While the study focuses
mostly on the tangible im-
pacts in the region, it also
states that the Nantahala
River Gorge contributes to
the “cultural life and reputa-
tion of the region as a tourism
destination.” 

Jacobsen-Kastorff said a
major draw of the Nantahala
is that it is a multi-purpose
river where people of all skill
levels came come to raft,
kayak or canoe. 

Novice boaters can come
to learn and whitewater ath-
letes come to train.

“Obviously Western
North Carolina is beautiful.
But people choose a destina-
tion by what they can do,”
she said. “It’s a really good
way to bring in a wider
amount of people.”

Another unique aspect of
the Nantahala River Gorge,
according to Jacobsen-Kas-
torff , is that it supports both
small businesses like Endless
River that serve an average
of 4,000 people annually, and
larger businesses such as
NOC that average 75,000

clients per year.
“It’s neat, from a business

standpoint, that you have an
opportunity for both,” she
said. 

What is healthy for
tourism in the region is that
you have some people who
come to Western North Car-
olina to go rafting or kayak-
ing and others that are look-
ing for something to do while
they are here and decide to
do whitewater rafting or fly
fishing — another popular
outdoor activity the Nanta-
hala offers. 

“Western North Carolina
draws from really a wide
spread of tourists,” Jacobsen-
Kastorff said. 

Nantahala River Gorge
plays host to many events
throughout the year, but next
weekend is a major attration. 

For the first time, NOC
will be hosting the USA
Canoe/Kayak Freestyle Team
Trials. 

The championships, held
April 26-28, will determine
who will be representing the
U.S. National Team in the

2013 ICF Canoe Freestyle
World Championships in
September, according to
NOC events manager Zuzana
Vanha. It is expected to draw
60 competitors from across
the nation. 

Lisa Leatherman, district
manager-Nantahala Area
with Duke Energy, which is
serving as a sponsor, said
major events such as this one
help to raise awareness of the
Nantahala area. 

“It’s crucial for our econ-
omy in this region,” she said.  

Duke Energy plays a sig-
nificant role in recreation in
the Nantahala area and else-
where in the region. The
company owns and controls
the Nantahala Dam and part-
ners with outfitters. 

Duke provides recre-
ational releases for whitewa-
ter in two different ways from
the Nantahala reservoir: by-
pass flow releases or gate re-
leases from the dam, and
Nantahala powerhouse dis-
charges.  

“It does provide the op-
portunity for increased white-

water activities for whitewa-
ter enthusiasts,” Leatherman
said. 

Duke puts out a calendar
of scheduled recreational re-
leases, which can be viewed
online at www.duke-ener-
gy.com. 

“The beauty of it is, it
does provide a set time for all
the outfitters in the Nantaha-
la Gorge Area,”Leatherman
said. “So they know when
the flows are there that sup-
ports their business and the
economy of the region.”

“Duke Energy is a really
incredible partner, not just for
kayaking and rafting, but in
the community as a whole,”
Jacobsen-Kastorff said. “We
are fortunate to have a part-
ner like them.”  

Endless River Adventures
will host the 9th annual Nan-
tahala Open on April 27, a
competition open to boaters
of all skill levels that will
bring in Team River Runner,
a nonprofit organization that
gives wounded veterans an
opportunity to participate in
whitewater recreation.

Nantahala River Gorge regional economic impact ‘significant’

A family whitewater rafts down the Nantahala River.The
Nantahala River Gorge has a significant economic im-

pact on the region and draws tourists and recreational
enthusiasts from all over the country and the world.
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