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“Getting started” provides general paddling information for the whole province. Back on 
the Nova Scotia map, each section of Water Trail has specific take out descriptions and 
also a short introduction for that part of the coast. The takeout descriptions are meant to 
be a help in planning your trip but do not provide complete tour details. For possible 
routes, refer to the paddling guides mentioned below. Also check out  “Sea Kayak 
Routes” on the TRAILS Web site which has a brief description of  42 routes with maps 
from around the province.   
 

 
Near Blue Rocks, Photo by Stephen Fuller 

 
SAFETY, SAFETY, SAFETY 
 
Here in Nova Scotia expect:  
Fog…extreme tides…surf….currents….cold water….hurricanes…. 



Skills 
The most important factor in having a safe trip is a realistic evaluation of your skills and 
experience. Do you have the skills to travel in fog, go around that headland, or cross an 
open stretch of  rough sea?  Do you have the stamina to paddle the distance you have 
planned?  Knowing your skill level will help you plan an appropriate route and will also 
help you make prudent decisions along the way.    
 
Planning 
The next most important thing is proper planning. What are the local considerations?  
Here in Nova Scotia that may be fog, extreme tides, surf, currents, cold water, changing 
winds and hurricanes. What is the weather forecast? Do you have the right clothes to stay 
warm and dry? Do you have appropriate first aid, navigation and rescue equipment? Do 
you know how to use them?  
 
First Aid 
Along our coast, you may be many hours from help arriving so be prepared to deal with 
an emergency on your own.  A course in Wilderness and Remote First Aid is valuable 
because it focuses on what to do if help is not close by. These 2-3 day courses are offered 
regularly in the Halifax area (See www.wrfa.ca).  
 
Note: Cell phones do not work on some parts of the coast.   
 
Take a course 
 

 
On shore lessons before heading out 
 
Many kayak outfitters offer courses in safety, rescue and navigation as well as paddling 
skills. A course or tour with one of them is great way to improve your safety and skill 
level. See a list of  Kayak Outfitters below.   

 
 



WEATHER and TIDES 
 

 “Knotical” weather guide   
 
It’s important to check the weather forecast every day of your trip.  
 
A good source for forecasts is www.weatheroffice.gc.ca, which will give you a five-day 
forecast. If you are on the road, you can check the weather on line at any CAP site (See 
Provincial Information below). You can also call 1-902-742-6464. Follow the prompts to 
get a two-day forecast.  
 
If you plan to be on an extended paddling trip, take along a radio for the weather forecast.  
 
If you want to know the tides for your trip, check out  www.waterlevels.gc.ca. You can 
also buy books with tide tables for the year from marine shops. This is especially 
important in the Bay of Fundy area because of the extreme high tides and strong currents.   

 
WHAT IS A WATER TRAIL 
 
For those of you new to the idea, a water trail is a continuous trail for recreational boaters 
of all sorts on fresh or coastal waters. Water trails provide access to camping and day use 
sites, and information on launch sites, safe havens and waterfront services for boaters.  
 
 
 



Seaside Camping, Halifax County 
 
Water trail groups have been emerging all over North America as shorelines become 
more developed. The water trail concept has been created in order to maintain 
recreational access to water and to enjoy water routes, both coastal and inland, for years 
to come.   
 
Water trails can include both public and private land and are often organized by local 
volunteers with help from public officials and private landowners. Water trails also 
promote low impact travel and stewardship of the lands and waters being used. 
Community participation and environmental stewardship are vital components.       
 
Research on existing access to waterways is a first step in developing water trails. That 
type of information is being gathered here for this Web site, one trail section at a time.  
  
Much more can be done in the development of a potential water trail.  Community groups 
can participate by monitoring local access sites and suggesting new ones.  An association 
can be formed and its members can maintain wilderness campsites with landowner 
agreements, and environmental issues can be addressed.  Each trail or even section of 
trail will have its own concerns.  
 
 

 



Lighthouse and museum at entrance to the LaHave River 
 
The Maine Island Trail Association (MITA) is an excellent example of what a Water 
Trail can become. They have 350 miles (580 km) of trails and numerous campsites on 
private land. This helps ensure cooperation with landowners and a lower impact on the 
land as paddling numbers increase.  Their Web site is www.mita.org.  It is a good model 
for Nova Scotia as paddling numbers here continue to increase.     
 
Another well-organized water trail organization here in Canada is the St. Lawrence River 
Water Trail (Sentier maritime du saint-laurent) which actually has four trails covering 
2000 km.  This site is available in English and French at 
http://www.sentiermaritime.ca/english/index.asp   
 
For a list of Water Trails all over North America, check out 
www.seakayakmag.com/community/water_trails 
 
MAPS and GPS 
 
For the big picture, the Nova Scotia Atlas is the best $30 you can spend. The province is 
divided into 90 pages at 1:150,000 scale. This scale works well for trip planning and for 
finding the back roads to get to the takeout sites. The Nova Scotia Atlas is available at 
most bookstores. 
 
Each map in the Atlas is available as a larger topographical map (for example  Page 67 in 
the Atlas is “Halifax “ which contains the same area as the topographical  map named 
“Halifax”). The topo maps ($13) have a scale of 1: 50,000 and so are useful on the water. 
The Coastal Map series ($16) has the same scale with even more details such as water 
depths near shore and buoy locations. (Note: Buoys can move during storms).   
 
Both maps say in large red letters ”Not for Navigation”.  Sailboats with a keel and others 
going offshore will need marine charts.  However, for kayaking within sight of land, with 
a draw of only a few inches to be concerned with, you may find the topographic or  
 

 



 
Kayakers near Port Medway, Queens County 
 
Coastal series better suited than marine charts. The many details on these maps provide 
valuable VISUAL references from the water that are not all included on the marine 
charts.  Note: This is the opinion of the writer based on experience.  
 
The maps you will need are listed with each takeout description. Topographic and 
Coastal maps can be purchased at the Land Registration Offices run by the provincial 
government. A list of office locations is at www.gov.ns.ca/ssmr/maps.  There is also an 
online map store at that Web site where you can order the Atlas or any of the maps.  
 
You can buy plastic map cases to view the maps on the deck of your kayak, folding the 
topo map to a new part as you paddle along.  You can also photocopy a section of map, 
then another section of the map on the back of that sheet and have it laminated. This 
means less bulk on your deck and less chance of wet maps.  A compass is a good idea as 
well in case the fog comes in or you get caught in the dark.  
 
 
GPS Coordinates 
For those of you who like to use the GPS, coordinates in degrees, minutes and seconds 
are given with each takeout site. The South West Nova section (Yarmouth and Shelburne 
Counties) has UTS coordinates. A useful site for converting is at:   
http://boulter.com/maps/ - GPS Coordinate converter, maps and info. As well, you may 
want to enter takeout  coordinates at an online map site such as boulter or Google maps 
for a closer look at the takeout location .   

 
 

WEB SITES, BOOKS and more…. 
 
WEB SITES  
Nova Scotia Tourism     www.novascotia.com 
Canoe Kayak Nova Scotia   www.ckns.ca   

Maps, courses, events.  
 
CAP sites       
Free public internet access is available at numerous places around the province. Look for 
the C@P signs. There is a CAP site at every public library.  A list of locations is given at 
www.nscap.ca or you can call 1-866-569-8428. 
 
 
BOOKS 
 
Sea Kayaking In Nova Scotia, by Scott Cunningham, Nimbus Press 
 



Paddle Lunenburg-Queens, by Sheena Masson (SOLD OUT but available free as a 
PDF on this Web site) 
 
Sailing 
This Water Trail Web site no longer has information on sailing. An excellent guidebook 
for sailing in Nova Scotia can be purchased at www.yachtpilot.ca  
 
EQUIPMENT OUTFITTERS IN HALIFAX  
The Trail Shop  6210 Quinpool Road (902) 423-8736 

 www.trailshop.com  
Tao Outfitters   5187 Salter Street (902 481-9826 

www.theadventureoutfitters.com  
Mountain Equipment Coop 1550 Granville Street (902) 421-2667 

 www.mec.ca  

 
KAYAK OUTFITTERS  
 

 
East Coast Outfitters in Lower Prospect  (also a Take Out Site) 
 
 
Note: Many outfitters offer instruction, rentals and certification as well as tours. Some 
have accommodations or camp sites. There may be other outfitters not on this list. 
  
 
South Shore 
Rossignol Surf,  
Port Joli, Queens County 
www.surfnovascotia.com, 1-877-990-3733 
 
Outback Kayak Tours 
Port Medway, Queens County 
masson@eastlink.ca 



 
Crescent Beach Kayak Tours 
LaHave Islands, Lunenburg County 
Joe Laird,  902-688-2806 
 
East Coast Outfitters 
Lower Prospect, Halifax County and  
Mahone Bay, Lunenburg County 
www.eastcoasoutfitters.net.  
1-877-852-2567 

SeaSun 
Tantallon, St. Margaret’s Bay, Halifax County 
www.paddlenovascotia.com 
1-866-755-2925  
 

  
 
Freewheeling Adventures 
The Lodge, near Hubbards, Lunenburg County 
www.freewheeling.ca 
1-902-857-3600 
 
Nova Shores  
East Dover, Halifax County near Peggy’s Cove 
www.novashores.com   
902-392-2761, 866-638-4118 
Plus tours at Cape Chignecto (Bay of Fundy) 
 
Fundy/South Shore 
Hinterland Adventures and Gear 
Weymouth, Digby County 
www.kayakingnovascotia.com 
902-837-4092 
 



Eastern Shore 
Coastal Adventures 
Tangier, Halifax County 
www.coastaladventures.com  
1-877-404-2774  
 
The owner Scott Cunningham, is the author of Sea Kayaking in Nova Scotia, Nimbus 
Press. See details at their Web site.   
 
 
North Shore   
Coastal Spirit Adventures 
River John, Pictou County 
www.coastalspiritexp.com  
902-351-2283 
 
Shoreline Adventures 
Antigonish, Antigonish Cunty 
902-863-5958 
 
 
Cape Breton  
Rising Tide Expeditions 
Gabarus, Cape Breton County 
www.risingtideexpeditions.ca 
902-884-2884 
1-877-884-2884 
 
 

Lighthouse at St Peter’s, Cape Breton 
 



 
Eagle North  
Near Cape North, Victoria County 
www.kayakingcapebreton.ca 
902-383-2552 
 
North River Kayak Tours 
Near St Ann’s,   Victoria County 
www.northriverkayaks.com 
902-929-2628 
 
Kayak Cape Breton 
Near St. Peter’s, Richmond County 
www.kayakcapebreton.ca 
902-535-3060 
 
Paradise Kayak Tours 
Near Sydney, Cape Breton County 
www.paradisekayaks.com  
902-733-3244 
 

LANDSCAPE HISTORY 

(Note: Much of the text for Landscape History and Ethical Travel below is from the 
original NS Coastal Water Trail Pilot Project Guidebook)  

Nova Scotia has an exceptional diversity of landscapes compared to its size. Think of 
Nova Scotia as a kind of crossroads where two ancient continents met millions of years 
ago, where now continent and ocean meet, and where southern climates and ocean 
currents meet northern conditions.  

This position results in a wide variety of distinct rock formations, ocean conditions, 
climates, plants and animals that have had a direct bearing on Nova Scotia's human 
history.  



 

Coffin Island Cabin, Queens County 

In 100 km of Atlantic coast , a boater can encounter lush rolling farmland, fog-bound 
villages, barren headlands, arctic plants and tropical fish. Between Lunenburg and 
Halifax for example, you can see our landscape history reflected in the difference 
between the populated farming, shipping and forestry based communities near Lunenburg   
and the sparse villages of the granite headlands west of Halifax. 

The retreat of the last glaciers, about 10,000 years ago, significantly shaped the Atlantic 
coast and later human settlement. Some areas were scraped bare of soil while in other 
areas, fertile glacial till was deposited in mounds called drumlins.  

Rising sea levels creating numerous natural harbours which are relatively ice free due to 
the warmer air generated by the Gulf Stream. This same air flowing across the colder 
Scotian Current condenses as fog in summer. Indeed, the waters of Atlantic Canada are 
reputed to be among the foggiest in the world.  

Nova Scotia's more than 7,500 kms of convoluted coastline (including islands) creates a 
huge interface with the sea compared to it size. It is not surprising, therefore, that human 
history in the province has always been closely linked to the sea.  

  Covey Island home 



Ancient middens found along the coast reveal native people's reliance on resources from 
the sea. Europeans developed shipping centers in sheltered bays. Fishing communities on 
less fertile headlands tended to cluster their houses leaving large tracts of "undesirable" 
lands relatively free of development. These "undesirable" lands comprise most of our 
public lands today. 

This distinction between desirable and undesirable has blurred as new building 
technology and changing values attract more people to the coast for retirement and 
solitude. The wild coastal areas of exposed bedrock, twisted vegetation and fog now 
appeal to an increasing number of people. 

Coastal development is paralleled by a new boom in coastal sea travel. Nova Scotia has 
always been a popular yachting destination and local residents have spent their leisure 
time on and around the coastal islands for generations. The popularity of sea kayaks now 
adds to the recreational boating traffic. 

 The Squam. LaHave Islands 

Although more than 75% of Nova Scotia is privately owned, there has always been 
plenty of wild space. As this diminishes, we see increasing pressure on the few protected 
areas, and conflicts between old and new neighbours. Along the coast, we lose more than 
access to areas of traditional use, we lose a resource for future generations. It is for these 
reasons that establishing a coastal trail for public use is timely and important. 

  
ETHICAL TRAVEL 

Wildlife  

One of the popular aspects of paddling is the opportunity to get close to wildlife but the 
potential to disturb them is high. Avoid nesting or rafting seabirds, seals on a ledge and 
whales. Look for signs of distress in the animals and keep a respectful distance.  

Most animals will let you know when you get too close by moving rapidly away from the 
area, taking to the air, or making sudden noises. Nesting seabird colonies are particularly 



susceptible to disturbance. Eggs and young birds are easy prey when the parents leave the 
nest. 

Seal watch 

Coastal Habitats 

Some coastal habitats are very fragile. Try to launch and land on bedrock or beaches. 
When walking in wilderness areas, stick to established trails.  

   Paddling coastal marsh 

 

Sand dunes are especially susceptible to erosion when the grasses stabilizing the surface 
are destroyed. Lichens are also fragile and take many years to grow back, so avoid 
walking or lighting fires on them as well as on wet areas or on low woody vegetation. If 
you have a fire, keep it below the high tide mark preferably on sand. Do not delimb trees 
or remove vegetation. Finally, remember the low impact motto: Pack out what you pack 
in.  

Wilderness Camping 
 
You may see evidence of wilderness camping and campfires on the islands or 
undeveloped sections of mainland.  Even though the land may not be inhabited, most of 



the land in Nova Scotia is privately owned.  If you do choose to camp, please use existing 
campsites rather than creating new ones in order to minimize impact on the land.   
 
Fire is a big concern especially on islands and unaccessible areas. If you build a fire, it is 
advisable to keep your fire below high tide if possible. Always make sure fires are OUT.  
You might consider using a camp stove as an alternative to a campfire.        
 
This Web site also has a link on the TRAILS home page to Leave No Trace Outdoor 
Ethics Programs. Another good resource on low impact camping aimed at paddlers is 
www.mita.org/leavenotrace  , the Web site of the Maine Island Trail Association.  
 

Flotsam and Jetsam 

Aside form being unsightly, marine garbage posed a real threat to seabirds, mammals and 
even reptiles. Plastic is particularly dangerous to sea turtles whom mistake floating bags 
for jelly fish. The plastic blocks their digestive system and eventually kills them. Human 
waste is another threat to marine environment both in the intertidal zone and out at seas. 

If everyone tries to leave no trace of their journey, then everyone (including you the next 
time) will have a rich wilderness experience. 

Artifacts 

If you come across any archaeological or historical remains, please contact the Nova 
Scotia Museum at (902)424-7344 or 424-7374. Do not damage or disturb them under any 
circumstances, as they are protected by law in Nova Scotia. 

Etiquette 

Our coast is used by a wide diversity of boaters for recreation, fishing and commerce. 
Local families have picnicked on nearby islands for generations. You may encounter 
kayakers from the city or yachts from around the world.  

 



 Kayaker and fishing boat,  LaHave Islands 

As you make your way along the coast of Nova Scotia, please respect the other boaters 
and those who make their living from the sea. Please do not disturb any traps, nets or 
aquaculture pens you may see. As well, please respect the privacy of waterfront 
homeowners and any no trespassing signs you see. Fishing boats and vehicles take 
priority at all public wharves.  

Another important consideration is the extreme inconvenience that a poorly parked 
vehicle can cause. If you leave your car for any period of time, make absolutely certain 
that it will not be blocking someone else's access to or from a location. In our discussions 
with residents and launch owners, this was their #1 concern about public use of their 
facilities. 


