
Boats and Water Quality 
Last week I presented a list of 13 simple things that people could do to help the 
lakes. About a third of those involved boats in one-way or another. Because of 
the widespread use of boats on the lakes it is worth discussing some of the 
earlier suggestions in a little more depth and provide a little more information 
on the importance of some of those suggestions. Some of those suggestions are 
legal requirements of the Maine boating laws and others are common sense 
ways of minimizing the impact of your boat on the aquatic habitat of the lake. 

Maine boating laws and regulations are enforced by the Department of Inland 
Fisheries and Wildlife on all inland waters and also by the U.S. Coast Guard on 
federally controlled waters. A complete copy (40+ pages) of the regulations is 
available at the following website: 
http://www.maine.gov/ifw/laws_rules/boatlaws.htm.  

All boaters in Maine, including out of state visitors, are required to adhere to 
the regulations so I recommend everyone who operates a boat review the rules. 
As any judge will tell you, "Ignorance of the law is no excuse." 

One rule that is often ignored is the requirement that boats generate no wake in 
the "Water Safety Zone," which is defined as any area within 200 feet of any 
shoreline, including islands. Operators must maintain "reasonable and prudent 
speed for existing conditions" at all times and must "consider the effect of the 
wash or wave created by their watercraft to waterfront piers, floats, or other 
property or shorelines." There are a number of harmful effects to the lake when 
this law is broken. 

The size of the wake generated from a boat is a complex function of the size, 
speed, loading, and shape of the boat, as well as the distance from shore and 
water depth. The speed with which the wake travels through the water is also a 
function of water depth. As the wave approaches the shore, it increases in 
height and steepness and turns toward shallow water. This increases the erosive 
power of the wave. The size of the wake determines the destructive energy 
when the wave hits the shore- a 12-inch wave hits with five times the energy of 
a 6-inch wave. The actual damage to the shoreline depends on the nature of the 
shoreline material and how exposed it is. In a wide, open area which is 
routinely impacted by large wind generated waves, boat wakes make up a very 
small percentage of the total energy dissipated against the shoreline and cause 
relatively little damage. In narrower, more sheltered areas, boat wakes are a 



much larger source of erosion. One Minnesota DNR study assessed boat wakes 
as the source of 95% of the erosion in smaller channels. 

Shoreline erosion degrades aquatic ecosystems by increasing sedimentation and 
turbidity (cloudiness), releasing nutrients into the water, and by direct 
destruction of shoreline habitat. This increases the likelihood of algal blooms 
and can result in loss of valuable shoreline land or lower property values. 

Another practice that is very destructive of benthic (bottom) habitat is operating 
boats at high speed in shallow water. The vortices (spinning eddy currents) 
coming off the rotating prop stir up sediments from the bottom, tear up rooted 
vegetation, and generally disrupt the habitat for bottom dwelling creatures. Jet 
skis are even more destructive because of the high-speed jets pointed 
downward. High-speed boat operations should only be done in areas where the 
water is at least three feet deeper than the bottom of the prop. High speed 
boating operations in shallow water can also be hazardous to the health of your 
boat. I know at least one camp owner on the north end of Great Pond that has a 
large collection of old mangled props and pieces of props that have been 
claimed by the shallow rocks in front of his camp. 

Always inspect your boat and trailer for hitchhiking plants when you launch or 
recover your boat. I think most of the local boaters around here understand the 
threat of invasive species such as Milfoil, but the same is not always true for 
visitors. BRCA's courtesy boat inspectors and the volunteers from the various 
lake associations do a tremendous job in this area but they can't be at every 
ramp, every minute of the day. Individual boaters need to learn the process and 
self inspect. This should also include saying something when they see 
something amiss with an out of town boat for example. Launching a boat into 
Maine waters with an invasive plant on it is a violation of Title 12, Section 
13068-A of the boating laws and could result in a $5000.00 fine for the boat 
owner. 

Safe boating is an important part of enjoying the lakes. By using your head and 
following the rules, you can have fun on the lakes without being destructive. 
Just as a few aggressive drivers can cause accidents and destruction on the 
highways, so too can a few aggressive boat operators cause damage to the 
lakes. If you see a violation, report it to your local game warden or 
harbormaster, who have primary responsibility for enforcement. Any law 
enforcement officer can also enforce boating rules. 

	
	


