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Safe Boating Practices
From the Safe Boating Campaign

Recreational boating and water activities are enjoyed by millions of Americans each year. To help
ensure these experiences remain safe and enjoyable for everyone, the Safe Boating Campaign
promotes a shared code of conduct that supports a culture of safety on the water. These best
practices encourage boaters and water enthusiasts to make responsible choices, model safe
behaviors, and be properly equipped with the right safety gear every time they head out on the
water.

Wear a life jacket: No matter what adventure you have planned on the water, always remember
to wear a life jacket every time you are on the water. Incidents on the water can happen much too
fast to put on a stowed life jacket. Make sure your life jacket is U.S. Coast Guard approved,
appropriate for your water activity, and fits properly.

Know state boating laws: Rules and laws can differ from state to state, and violations can result
in ticketing, fines, or jail time.

Take a boating safety course: Know your skill level. Learn valuable tips that can help save your
life in unexpected situations by taking a National Association of Boating Law Administrators
(NASBLA) approved boating safety course. Many courses are online and can save you money on
your boat insurance.

Make sure your boat is prepared: There are many items that need to be checked and rechecked
on any boat. Schedule a Vessel Safety Check (VSC) with your local U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary or
U.S. Power Squadrons (America’s Boating Club) before you hit the water. Every Vessel Safety
Check is conducted 100% free of charge. Be sure to know your boat’s capacity. If you have too
much on your boat, the boat may become unstable and capsize.

Check the weather, including the water temperature and know the area: Know the latest
marine weather forecast prior to going out, and keep a regular check for changing conditions.
Learn your route in advance, especially potential hazards. Know where to go in case of
emergency.

Dress properly: Always dress for the weather, wearing layers if cooler weather, and bring an
extra set of clothes in case you get wet. Dress for immersion. Dress for the water temperature, not
the air.

Always file a float plan: File a float plan with someone you trust that includes details about the
trip, boat, persons, towing or trailer vehicle, communication equipment, and emergency contacts.
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Use an engine cut-off switch — it’s the law: An engine cut-off switch is a proven safety device to
stop a powerboat engine should the operator unexpectedly fall overboard.

Always follow navigation rules: Know the “Rules of the Road” such as safe speed, crossing,
meeting head-on, and overtaking situations. Know what’s going on around you at all times,
and always travel at safe speeds for the environment. “Slow is pro.”

Don’t drink while you boat: Alcohol is the leading factor in boating-related deaths. Always
designate a sober skipper.

Beware of carbon monoxide poisoning: Gasoline-powered engines on boats, including onboard
generators, produce carbon monoxide (CO), a colorless and odorless gas that can poison or Kill
someone who breathes too much of it. Be sure to install and maintain a working CO detector,
never block exhaust outlets, and always dock, beach, or anchor at least 20 feet away from the
nearest boat that is running a generator or engine.

Keep in touch: Communication devices can be the most important piece of emergency equipment
on a vessel, especially in case of emergency. Be sure to have at least two communication devices
that work when wet, such as satellite phones, cell phones with GPS technology, emergency
position indicating radio beacons (EPIRBs), VHF radios, and personal locator beacons

(PLBs). Know how to use your equipment. Additionally, boat or paddle with a buddy.

Be mindful: Be courteous to others at the launch ramp. Minimize impact to shorelines when
launching, portaging, scouting, or exiting the water. Share the waterways. Maintain a proper
lookout. Be a good steward of both the waterways and environment. Never litter, and ensure
proper fueling practices. “Leave things better than you found them.” Do not disturb wildlife.

The Safe Boating Campaign is managed by the National Safe Boating Council, produced under
a grant from the Sports Fish Restoration and Boating Trust Fund, and administered by the U.S.
Coast Guard. The campaign offers a variety of free and paid resources to support local boating
safety education efforts.
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