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Operators in Washington should reduce speed to avoid endangering 
persons or a person’s property from the effect of their vessel’s wake. 
Reduce speed, to ‘no-wake’ speed, when approaching or passing 
the following:

•	 Vessels underway, lying to, at anchor, or made fast to the shore
•	 Piers, Docks or Boathouses
•	 Someone in the water
•	 Someone involved in towed water sports
•	 Someone on a surfboard 

Certain bodies of water in Washington may have local restrictions as 
to type and size of vessel or motor horsepower, restricted use areas, 
boat speed, and times for use. Check with the local authorities for these 
additional restrictions.

SLACKEN SPEED
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In Washington, complaints from homeowners with property adjacent or 
close to bodies of water used for recreational boating have led to a state 
law requiring strict sound levels on boats.

All motor-propelled vessels shall be equipped with and maintained with 
an effective muffler or underwater exhaust system that is in good working 
order and in constant use.

No person may operate a boat on the waters of this state in a manner 
to exceed a noise level of seventy-five decibels measured from any 
point on the shoreline of the body of water on which the vessel is being 
operated.

When using a stationary testing procedure an effective muffler shall  
not produce sound levels in excess of:

•	 90 decibels for engines made before January 1, 1994: and,
•	 88 decibels for engines made on or after January 1, 1994

MUFFLERS AND NOISE LEVELS
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The following acts and maneuvers are considered dangerous  
& illegal while boating in Washington: 

•	 It is illegal to operate a boat in a manner that endangers or 
would likely endanger a person or property and in willful 
disregard of others. The following are a few examples: 

•	 Endangering others or their property, by allowing the wake of 
your vessel to potentially harm another or their property. 

•	 Jumping the wake of a vessel unnecessarily close to another 
vessel. No person operating a personal watercraft shall cross 
or jump the wake of another vessel, when within sixty (60) feet 
of the vessel, in such a manner that more than half of the hull 
of the personal watercraft jumping the wake leaves the water. 

•	 Failing to conform to boating signage such as posted speeds, 
indicated restricted entry zones, diver down flags, etc. No 
person shall operate a boat at a speed in excess of a Slow-No-
Wake in a posted no wake zone. No person may operate  
a vessel at speeds greater than are reasonable or prudent  
given the existing weather conditions, watercraft traffic or 
persons in the water.

UNSAFE PRACTICES
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•	 Operating at an unsafe speed. Boaters must always operate their 
vessel at a safe speed as well as adhering to any indicated  
speed limitations.

•	 Failure to maintain adequate distance. Boaters must maintain  
the designated ‘slow-no-wake’ speed in the circumstances discussed 
above as well as keeping their distance from water skiers or vessels 
towing someone on another device.

•	 Exceeding maximum capacity. The recommended capacity 
indicated on the boats’ capacity plate should not be exceeded. 
Operation of a vessel loaded or powered in excess of the maximum 
capacity affects the stability of the vessel and makes the chance of  
a capsizing or fall overboard more likely. 

•	 Not maintaining a lookout. All operators are required to keep  
a constant lookout for other vessels, hazards and/or people  
in the water. 

•	 Not maintaining proper seating aboard your vessel. In ashington, 
it is unlawful to allow any person to ride or sit on the bow, gunwale, 
transom, or on the decking over the bow of the vessel while 
underway unless such a vessel is provided with adequate guards  
or railing to prevent passengers from falling overboard. Passengers 
or other persons aboard a vessel may occupy these areas of the 
vessel to moor or anchor the vessel, to cast off, or for any other 
necessary purpose. 

•	 Dangerous operation. Boaters must make sure that the vessel 
is being operated in such a manner that its occupants or others 
sharing the water are not in any danger. If an officer observes that 
someone’s safety may be endangered, the operator may be forced to 
head to the closest moorage. Examples of such operation could be: 
operating without all the required equipment, operating the vessel 
with more power than recommended, operating the vessel with a fuel 
leak, or operating at night without lights.
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•	 Obstructing navigation. Boaters may not stop or anchor beneath 
bridges or in a channel without leaving adequate room for boat 
passage.

LAWS ON NEGLIGENT  
AND RECKLESS OPERATION
 
Negligent Operation - A person shall not operate a vessel in a negligent 
manner. Negligent operation of a vessel is inadvertent operation that 
endangers another person or property, but is not intentional.

•	 Examples are operating a vessel in disregard of careful and prudent 
operation and rates of speed such as in a “no wake” or “no boats” 
zone, or other operation that disregards the existing conditions at 
the time, such as other traffic, freedom from obstruction to the view 
ahead, restrictions to the body of water, or the effects of boat wake.

Reckless Operation - It is also unlawful for any person to operate a 
vessel in a reckless manner. Reckless operation of a vessel is deliberate 
behavior that puts a person or property at risk. 

•	 Examples would be repeated operation of a dangerous act such as 
cutting closely near another person or boat or deliberately ignoring  
a marked speed zone. 

Speed limits and zoned or restricted areas are determined by local 
ordinance. Become familiar with your local ordinances by talking with 
your sheriff’s office marine patrol or with your local police department 
marine patrol. Examples are no wake zones, danger zones, and speed 
limit zones.
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If a law enforcement officer makes a request for a boater to stop their 
vessel it is the boater’s responsibility to comply. Boaters are required 
to respond to any law enforcement officer to stop his or her boat when 
asked to do so by said officer. It is illegal to elude law enforcement officers.

An operator of a vessel is required to stop when requested or signaled 
to do so by a person reasonably identifiable as a law enforcement 
officer. An operator of a vessel is required to immediately stop a vessel if 
operating in a reckless manner and is attempting to elude a pursuing law 
enforcement vessel after being given a visual or audible signal to stop 
the vessel.

LAW ENFORCEMENT IN WASHINGTON

SLOW
DOWN
AND
STOP



Washington State
BOATING RULES & REGULATIONS

40

Boaters need to be aware that it is illegal to drink and operate a boat just 
as it is to drink and drive a motor vehicle. Most of the laws pertaining to 
the operation of a vessel under the influence of drugs and alcohol apply 
in the same way as they would for a car, truck or motorcycle on the road. 
It shall be a violation for a person to operate a vessel while under the 
influence of intoxicating liquor or any drug. A person is considered to be 
under the influence of intoxicating liquor or drug if:

•	 The person has 0.08 grams or more of alcohol per two hundred ten 
liters of breath, as shown by analysis of the person’s breath 

•	 The person has 0.08% or more by weight of alcohol in the their blood 
as shown by analysis of their blood 

•	 The person is deemed to be under the influence of or affected by 
intoxicating liquor or any drug.

SERIOUS PENALTIES
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The penalties for boating under the influence of intoxicating alcohol  
or drugs include the following: If convicted of an offense:

•	 Imprisonment in a county jail for up to 90 days
•	 Fines of up to $1,000

The operator may also be subject to the payment of compensation  
for any damages or injuries which may have occurred as a result of  
the offense. 

•	 Homicide by watercraft - When an individual involved in a boating 
accident dies as a result of injuries incurred during that accident 
within three years following the accident the operator of the vessel 
implicated may be charged with homicide by watercraft if: 

•	 They were found to be under the influence of either alcohol  
or drugs (or any combination of the two) 

•	 They are determined to have acted in a reckless manner which 
resulted in the accident 

•	 Assault by Watercraft - When an individual involved in a boating 
accident experiences serious bodily injury such as risk of death, 
permanent disfigurement, or loss of function of a part of the body 
or organ the operator of the vessel implicated may be charged with 
assault by watercraft if: 

•	 They were found to be under the influence of either alcohol or 
drugs (or any combination of the two) 

•	 They are determined to have acted in a reckless manner which 
resulted in the accident 
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•	 Boaters are required to respond to any law enforcement officer’s 
request to stop his or her boat when asked to do so by said officer.  
It is illegal to elude law enforcement officers. 

•	 Any new or used motor driven boat or vessel, other than open 
motorboats with outboard engines and personal watercraft, sold 
within Washington State must display a carbon monoxide warning 
sticker on the interior of the vessel.



For more information about boating 
rules and regulations, and to obtain  
your Washington Boater Education Card,  
please visit 
 
http://www.BOATERexam.com/usa/washington/

http://www.boaterexam.com/usa/washington/

