
What exactly is proper boating etiquette? Boating etiquette encompasses a 
set of both written and unwritten rules that facilitate safety and enjoyment of 
boating on the water. Whether you’re a seasoned sailor or a beginner boater, 
adhering to these guidelines ensures a harmonious environment for all those 
on the water. A few key points include courtesy towards others, 
understanding right-of-way rules, and the proper handling of one’s vessel, 
which collectively contribute to a positive boating experience for everyone 
involved. 

Other key aspects of boating etiquette include signaling intentions to other 
boaters, maintaining a safe distance, and navigating with care to avoid wakes 
that may disrupt other vessels or waterfront properties. Knowledge of local 
regulations, marine signals, and docking procedures are also closely related 
to proper boating etiquette. These protocols help prevent accidents and 
environmental harm while fostering a cooperative spirit on the water. 

As a boater you should expect to operate your vessel responsibly while 
enjoying the freedom of the open water. Noise control, proper waste 
management, and respect for wildlife and natural habitats are all important 
things to keep in mind. Boaters should also be considerate of swimmers and 
smaller watercraft, ensuring their actions do not endanger others. 

Basics of Boating Etiquette 

Good manners and polite behavior on the water are just as important as on 
land. Boating etiquette involves a combination of maritime laws and 
unwritten rules that are essential for safety and harmony. Key considerations 
include: 

• Right of Way: Understanding and respecting navigational rules
helps prevent accidents. For instance, vessels under power
should give way to those under sail.



• Speed: Always maintain a safe speed, particularly in crowded or
narrow waterways. Wake and wash should be minimized to
avoid causing harm or nuisance to others.

• Noise Levels: Keep your noise down, especially early in the
morning or late at night, as sound carries over water.

• Anchoring: When anchoring, allow ample space between boats
for privacy and safety. Do not obstruct channels or marina
entrances.

• Environment: Be conscious of the environment. Dispose of trash
responsibly and avoid spilling fuel or oil.

• Assistance: It’s customary to offer help to fellow boaters in need,
whether it’s a tow or help with docking.

Interactions with Others 

• Extend common courtesies to fellow boaters.
• Acknowledge other boaters with a wave or a nod.
• Respect fishing lines and scuba markers and avoid passing too

close to either.
Docking and Fueling 

• Wait patiently for your turn at the fuel dock.
• Secure your vessel properly, ensuring it does not impede others.

Not everyone may be aware of these customs, so patience and a willingness 
to educate others – of course, politely – are important aspects of boating 
etiquette. 

Approaching and Departing Docks 

When approaching and departing docks, you should proceed with caution 
and be mindful of your surroundings. 

Fuel Dock Procedure 



You should approach the fuel dock at a slow speed and signal your intent to 
dock well in advance. Communication is key. Alert dock attendants of your 
arrival using the proper channels, typically via marine radio or visible signals. 

• Prepare Lines and Fenders: Before docking, prepare your lines
and fenders on the side that will be facing the dock.

• Refueling: The engine should be turned off during fueling and all
passengers should be aware of safety procedures in case of a
spill.

• After Fueling: Once refueling is complete, secure all fuel caps,
pay for the fuel, and carefully depart the dock, ensuring you do
not interfere with other boats approaching or already at the dock.

Dock Manners 

When arriving at a dock you should be considerate of others. Minimize the 
wake and dock in a manner that does not disrupt adjacent vessels. It is polite 
to offer assistance to neighboring boats if needed. Keep the docking area 
neat, stowing away lines and equipment to prevent tripping hazards. Also 
keep the noise level down. Whether music or engine noise, it’s courteous, 
especially in early morning or late evening hours, to keep noise at a 
minimum. 

Departing the dock requires the same attention to detail. Remove lines 
quietly, avoid sudden engine noise, and be patient by allowing other boats 
ample space and time to maneuver. Regardless of your arrival or departure 
time, complying with any posted rules and regulations at the dock is 
paramount for boating safety and good dock etiquette. 

Right of Way and Navigation 

When on the waterway, understanding right of way and fundamental 
navigation rules is crucial for the safety of all vessels. These guidelines help 
avoid collisions and ensure a seamless flow of marine traffic. 



Understanding Red and Green Buoys 

Red and green buoys are the road signs of water navigation. Red 
buoys should be kept on the right side (starboard) when traveling upstream, 
though this can vary depending on the country. Conversely, green 
buoys should be kept on the left side (port). Remember, red and green 
markers indicate the edges of safe water channels. 

Navigating Crowded Areas 

In a crowded areas, right of way rules dictate that powerboats give way to 
less maneuverable vessels such as sailboats, fishing boats, or vessels 
engaged in special operations. It is essential that all boats maintain vigilance 
and proceed with caution in high-traffic zones. When two powerboats meet 
head on, both should alter course to starboard to pass port-to-port. 

• Stand on vessel: The vessel with the right of way.
• Give way vessel: The vessel that must take action to avoid

collision.
Overtaking and Passing Protocol 

When a vessel overtakes another, the responsibility rests with the overtaking 
boat to pass safely. The overtaking boat should make clear its intentions by 
signaling and passing on the side with the most space. The overtaking boat 
signals with one short blast for a port side pass, or two short blasts for a 
starboard pass. The boat being overtaken is the stand on vessel and should 
maintain its course and speed. 

Communication and Conduct 

Effective communication and appropriate conduct are crucial for etiquette as 
well as safety and enjoyment while boating. 

Signaling and Sound Communication 



When on the water, it’s essential for boaters to use sound signals and other 
forms of signaling to indicate their movements and intentions to other 
vessels. For effective sound communication: 

1. Short Blasts: One short blast signifies a boat’s intention to pass
on the port side, while two short blasts indicate a starboard side
pass.

2. Prolonged Blasts: These are used in fog and to signal a boat’s
presence. Since sound carries over water, a prolonged blast
every two minutes is the standard.

3. Emergency Signals: Five or more quick blasts are a warning of
immediate danger or doubt regarding another boater’s intentions.

Politeness on the Water 

Conducting oneself appropriately when on board a boat is not only the polite 
thing to do but is also a key element in avoiding conflict with other boaters. 
For courteous conduct: 

• Right-of-Way: Understanding right-of-way rules helps prevent
accidents. The vessel with the least maneuverability has priority.

• Wave and Greeting: A simple wave or verbal greeting is
common when passing nearby boats. It’s a simple, friendly, and
respectful gesture.

• Avoiding Wake: Slowing down to minimize a big wake near
other boats, especially smaller ones, is considerate and prevents
discomfort to passengers or potential damage. Always follow
the speed limit.

Anchoring and Mooring 

Proper anchoring and mooring are other areas that are basic boating skills 
with implications for etiquette as well. They’re critical to ensure boating 
safety and to prevent damage to marine ecosystems. Choosing the right spot 
and determining the number of anchors to use are foundational skills. 



Choosing the Right Spot 

It’s important to select a suitable location for anchoring and avoid doing so in 
busy waterways or too close to other vessels. 

Environmental Considerations 

When enjoying the water, all boaters have a responsibility to minimize their 
environmental impact. Adherence to simple, respectful practices can protect 
the aquatic ecosystem and ensure that it remains pristine for future 
generations. 

By considering these basic guidelines, boaters contribute to the conservation 
of waterways, ensuring a balance between recreational boating and 
environmental stewardship. 

Trash Disposal 

Boaters should never dispose of trash in the water. Always keep garbage 
onboard until it can be properly discarded onshore. Ensure that all plastics, 
food waste, and other debris are secured to prevent them from being blown 
overboard by the wind or due to boat movement. 

Fuel and Oil Management 

Careful fueling procedures are critical to prevent spillage into the water. 
Boaters must regularly maintain their engines to avoid oil or other engine 
fluid leaks, which can be harmful to marine life. 

Making Waves 



High speeds near the shore can result in large waves that cause erosion and 
disturb wildlife habitats. By maintaining lower speeds in sensitive areas, 
boaters reduce the impact on the shoreline. 

Respect for Wildlife 

Boaters should observe marine creatures from a distance to avoid disrupting 
their natural behaviors. They must also navigate carefully through 
waterways where marine life is present, ensuring their propellers do not 
harm plants or animals. 

Protected Areas 

Some waterways may be protected or have restrictions due to environmental 
concerns. Boaters are expected to recognize and respect these areas, 
adhering strictly to regulations that may include no-wake zones or seasonal 
closures. 

Interactions with Other Boaters 

Safe and respectful interactions with others on the water is crucial while 
boating. Boat operators must be aware of their surroundings and understand 
how to coexist with those using the water for fishing, swimming, or operating 
other types of vessels. 

Fishing Boats and Equipment 

When approaching fishing boats, it is important to maintain a generous 
distance to avoid disrupting their activities. Wake wash can disturb the water 
and negatively affect fishing conditions, so slow speed is advised when you 
are nearby. 

• Navigation: Always pass fishing boats with minimal wake, giving
plenty of space.



• Communication: Use appropriate signals or radio communication
to alert fishermen of your intentions.

Sharing Water with Swimmers and Divers 

Swimmers and divers often occupy shallower waters or areas near the shore. 
Boat operators must navigate these waters with extreme care to ensure 
safety. 

• Safety markers: Look out for diver-down flags (red with a white
diagonal stripe) and maintain the necessary distance.

• Speed: In areas frequented by swimmers or marked with buoys,
reduce speed to idle.

Specific Scenarios 

Boating etiquette varies depending on the specific scenario faced on the 
water. Navigating these additional situations properly ensures safety and 
respect for all parties involved. 

Dealing with Larger Vessels 

When encountering larger vessels, smaller boats should maintain a safe 
distance and be aware of the limited maneuverability of larger ships. It’s 
important for smaller vessels to: 

• Give right of way to larger vessels, especially in channels
• Avoid the blind spots directly in front of or behind the larger

vessel
• If so equipped, monitor VHF radio channels for any

communication from larger ships
Sailing and Sailboats 

Sailboats under sail generally have the right of way over powered vessels. 
Still, all boaters should adhere to the following guidelines: 



• Powered boats should yield to sailing vessels unless the sailboat
is overtaking

• Sailboats should use sound signals if changing course is
necessary

Boating in Restricted Spaces 

When boating in areas with limited space, such as narrow channels or 
marinas, it’s imperative for boaters to be conscious of their vessel’s size and 
the room available. They must: 

• Reduce Speed: Slowing down minimizes wake and allows for
better reaction times.

• Stay Alert: Keep a lookout for signs indicating restricted areas
and follow the posted guidelines.

• Communicate: Use sound signals or radio communication to
announce intentions and prevent misunderstandings.

Certain professionals, such as commercial fishermen or tour operators, often 
work within these confined waters. Recreational boaters should yield to 
these vessels when necessary and not impede their operations

Jeffery Elsen. 
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