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Introduction
Boating may be a form of relaxation, but it also is serious busi-

ness—and not just because it is a large industry or because 
people have been injured or killed while engaging in it. Indeed, while such inci-
dents are sobering reminders of boating’s potential hazards, they are not the main 
reason that Americans take their boating so seriously. Like many other outdoor 
activities, boating taps into Americans’ deepest values concerning individual 
freedom, family cohesion, strength of character, and the moral rejuvenation that 
many believe results from close encounters with nature. These core values helped 
spur the growth of recreational boating after World War II, but at the same time 
they slowed the establishment of timely boating safety standards and regulations.

Unless they perceive widely that they are under a common and great threat, 
Americans historically have resisted the notion of a strong, central government. 
While accepting its necessity in some circumstances, they have wished generally 
to check and balance any national power with provisos that assure a strong local 
and state voice in decision making. This has been as true for recreational boat-
ing as it has been for many other activities in Americans’ lives. The result has not 
been a fixed structure but an ongoing process of lively debate, not just about what 
to do to make boating safer but how, where, and when to do it, and also who will 
do it—and with what funds.

Over the past fifty years, boating safety organizations like the National Safe 
Boating Council (NSBC) have constructed a flexible, national network in 
which many separate groups have learned to move together, like the variegated 
patchwork on a single quilt, to make boating safer. Despite the large and some-
times confusing number of such groups, the major development in the past 

I ntroductIon
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half-century has not been the growth of organizations but their consolidation, 
not their divergence in aims and purpose but their increasing consensus regard-
ing safety policies and practices. The main event has been the creation of the quilt 
itself, as a unity, and not the increasing number of patches that comprise it.

For most of the latter twentieth century, recreational boating safety was an 
upstream battle for safety advocates who strove to make millions of boaters aware 
of boating’s risks without spoiling their fun or nagging them into a state of indif-
ference. Given the degree of boaters’ resistance to coercive interventions, these 
pioneers achieved marvels with their unobtrusive and educative measures, such 
as boating safety classes, publicity campaigns, and voluntary boat and equipment 
inspections.

Some of these early toilers in the vineyards were professionals who served long 
careers in the cause of boating and water safety, often holding responsibilities in 
numerous private, nonprofit, and governmental organizations. Others have been 
volunteers, rendering invaluable service on weekends and in their spare time. 
Working in such venerable institutions as the American Red Cross, United States 
Power Squadrons, and U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary, they have helped millions 
of other boaters enjoy the water safely and return home eager for another day’s 
outing.

Early USCG patrol craft labeled Mobile Team Paris.

Over the past fifty years, boating safety 
organizations like the National Safe 
Boating Council have constructed a 
flexible, national network.
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Still other advocates 
for safe boating have 
been individuals whose 
commitment was born 
in tragedy when a child, 
spouse, or other loved one 
died or was injured in a 
boating accident. From 
the 1960s to the present, 
these persons have offered 
for others’ benefit what is 
truly valuable to them—
their interwoven experi-
ences of love and loss—as 
an eloquent reminder 
of safety’s paramount 
importance. It is not easy 
to turn waves of grief to 
constructive purpose at 
their high tide, or at any 
tide. But these parents 
and friends of boating’s 
victims have done so 

many times and thus have helped steer the course of modern boating safety in 
several useful directions.

Prior to the early 1970s, the United States Coast Guard’s law enforcement 
and safety programs, particularly the Recreational Boating Safety Division that 
it established in 1964, represented the major professional effort in a field domi-
nated by volunteers. From the 1970s onward, however, safety professionals with 
specialized training assumed the management of boating safety programs and 
organizations. That is not to say that volunteer effort has been sidelined or dimin-
ished; neither then, nor now, could the cause of boating safety hope to approach 
its goals without regular and major participation by volunteers. But the trans-
fer of the Coast Guard in 1967 from the Department of the Treasury to the 
Department of Transportation, followed by Congress’s passage of the Federal 
Boat Safety Act of 1971, threw the federal government’s weight, and funding, 
behind boating safety and added powerful energy to forces for change.

Distributed and managed by the Coast Guard, boating safety grants helped 
move states toward a general consensus on how best to approach major issues, 
such as boat registration, wearing life jackets, completing boater education 
courses, and boating while intoxicated. These grants also greatly helped the 

I ntroductIon

USCG personnel at information booth/exhibit.
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expansion of the boating safety profession as states used federal funds to enlist 
a new cadre of career experts to develop and run their various boating safety 
programs.

Initially, expansion came more rapidly than consensus in the boating safety 
field, which partly explains the large number of organizations working on safety’s 
behalf—all the patches on the quilt. But starting in the early 1980s, and with 
Herculean effort by boating and boating safety advocates, the emphasis shifted 
gradually toward a truly national consensus. Safety became a mainstream activ-
ity, not something regarded as incidental, tagged—or nagged—on, or extrane-
ous to the actual boating experience. Sophisticated research armed the field’s 
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experts with new data that connected specific unsafe behaviors and situations 
with specific outcomes such as types of injury and causes of death. These studies 
helped unite the boating safety movement on policy matters while also persuad-
ing legislators that investing in boating safety was a practical, as well as worthy, 
use of tax dollars.

Before the Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971 provided them with new authority, 
boating safety officials had couched their messages in catchy phrases and formats 
aimed at getting boaters’ attention. Using regulations to pressure boaters into 
adopting safer boating behaviors had always been the second choice to educa-
tive and voluntary measures. But as states took safety research results to heart 
and strengthened their regulations regarding drunk boating, reckless boating, 
and other unsafe behaviors, safety messages assumed a more commanding tone. 
“Wear It!” for example, replaced such slogans as “Your Friend, For Life,” as the 
mantra for life jackets.

Experience and data increased safety advocates’ confidence in their recom-
mendations. But their approach to safety changed in another important way, too. 
Sometime in the decade or so around the turn of the new century, safety officials 
discovered a fresh perspective on boating’s fundamental tension between free-
dom and responsibility. Instead of having to choose between the two, or balance 
them as if they were opposites, boaters could have both at the same time. Boaters 
would really, not just rhetorically, have more fun and adventure, not less, if they 
used the right equipment and adopted safe practices. Boating safety messages 
cast safety not as the opposite of adventure but as its catalyst, not as the nagging 
voice of a persnickety conscience but as 
an important part of the outdoor 
experience, like the foot-
ball and hockey gear now 
commonly worn that 
at one time would 
have seemed exces-
sively timid or even 
unmanly.

Safety officials well 
understood, and most 
shared, their fellow 
citizens’ abiding rever-
ence for individual free-
dom, their antipathy to 
government regulation, 
and their almost spiritual 
connection to nature. But 

I ntroductIon
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as they gradually bent to the compelling logic of their own research and experi-
ence, those officials found a new and confident voice in which to convey their 
message to boaters: it was irresponsibility, and not safety measures, that posed 
the greatest threat to Americans’ love of nature and their freedom to enjoy it. 
Increased care for the environment proved an important part of this new perspec-
tive on boating safety. After all, if antipollution laws were seen as infringements 
on personal freedom, and if forests and waterways available for recreation shrank 
as a result, what would “freedom” mean to future generations seeking adventure 
in the great outdoors?

Boating in the new century likely will bring changes in the way many boat-
ers, especially novices, approach their pastime. They will have more requirements 
to fulfill and more proofs of competence to furnish. But safety advocates have 
never wished to make boating difficult or cast gloom over boaters’ pleasure. Their 
message is shaping up as a positive one of increased enjoyment and intelligent 
risk-taking through boating education, backed by judicious and research-based 
regulation. Such measures, they believe, will no more diminish boaters’ freedom 
and enjoyment than learning a new language diminishes the freedom of tourists 
abroad; on the contrary, and in ways that appear increasingly self-evident to boat-
ers, a responsible exercise of freedom will preserve and enhance the liberties they 
have always treasured, on and off the water.

Their message is shaping up as a positive one of 
increased enjoyment and intelligent risk-taking 
through boating education, backed by judicious 
and research-based regulation.
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     Chapter 1:

ProTecTing a
naTion afloaT

In 1956, Admiral Alfred C. Richmond, Commandant of the United States 
Coast Guard (USCG), warned that “Too many of our people today are prob-
ably shoving off for a spin in their powerboats with only the sketchiest of infor-
mation concerning the proper operation of a motorboat, the Rules of the Road, 
overloading, lights, safety equipment, effects of weather, and so on.” Marine 
Deputy Patrick Tenety, Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Department, echoed the 
Commandant’s concern: “There’s a lack of knowledge out there. Many buy 
boats, put them in the water and just drive off.”1 Richmond spoke before a 
congressional committee when recreational boating safety was still in its orga-
nizational infancy. When Deputy Sheriff Tenety spoke to a Florida newspaper 
reporter in 2007, however, boating safety had grown into a sophisticated, well-
coordinated, and enormously successful national movement.

By 2007, major state and national legislation had made boats and boating 
safer. The states had worked hard to bring uniformity and coherence to their 
boating rules, while addressing important local and regional differences regard-
ing water resource usage, climate, and geography. Safe boating advocates had 
created national associations to help foster solid research and ensure that the latest 
information and the most accurate statistics were disseminated to all concerned 
parties. These groups directed carefully crafted advertising campaigns and 
provided education programs to the boating public, while increasing numbers of 
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states were making them mandatory for boat operators. New technologies were 
also put to work on behalf of boating safety—more comfortable life jackets, “kill 
switches” for marine engines, crew-overboard retrieval gear, improved signal 
flares, emergency position-indicating radio beacons (EPIRB), carbon monoxide 
sensors, engine compartment ventilation fans, and many others.

These were major achievements that had saved as many as 27,000 lives over 
the past thirty years, USCG officials estimated in 2003.2 Recreational boat-
ing fatalities were cut by more than half despite a tremendous increase in recre-
ational boats. Why, then, the remarkable similarity in the remarks of Richmond 
and Tenety, two boating professionals, across the wide span of half a century? If 
many things had changed in boating safety over the years, perhaps a few things 
had stayed the same. Some observers never tired of pointing out that common 
sense could never be legislated. Others sought precedents in areas like automobile 
safety, and suggested that lack of common sense in some boaters was no excuse to 
sit passively on the sidelines when useful regulations could be promulgated. Many 
such battles had already been decided when Deputy Sheriff Tenety spoke to a 
Sun-Sentinel reporter. Others continue to be warmly contested.

The history of boating safety has been shaped by a fundamental tension within 
American culture: the core conflict between Americans’ tenacious belief in the 
importance of individual freedom and their equally strong conviction that every 
citizen bears some responsibility for the common good. This debate about free-
dom and responsibility leads directly to questions about the role of government. 
While Americans prefer as little governance as possible in the abstract, in reality 
they are quick to insist that the government has an obligation to protect its citi-
zens. As recreational boating expanded after World War II, efforts to promote 

The history of boating safety has been shaped 
by a fundamental tension within American 
culture: the core conflict between Americans’ 
tenacious belief in the importance of 
individual freedom and their equally strong 
conviction that every citizen bears some 
responsibility for the common good. 
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boating safety increasingly ran up against the sharp edges of this ongoing conflict 
between freedom and responsibility.

As they had done with the western frontier and the open road, Americans 
made their waterways semi-mythical places where a soul could cast off the shack-
les of the daily grind and head off into the wide horizon. There, they engaged 
in a number of morally uplifting ideals such as the “strenuous life”—the notion 
that exposure to nature was not only liberating but also rejuvenating—and the 
romance of the great outdoors. Nature, they believed, was free of the impuri-
ties and moral compromises created by economic competition and by the rough 
struggles of urban living. The famous sea writer Alan Villiers said it as forcefully 
as anyone ever did when he wrote in 1930 of the absence of colds, coughs, sore 
throats, and other diseases among sailors who were otherwise sorely maltreated 
by brutal weather and working conditions rounding Cape Horn in the last days 
of commercial sail. “These things do not come from the sea; salt water does 
not breed sickness. That is a thing that slinks round city streets, striking down 
persons with collars on, living the sham, shut-up life the city forces on them.”3

Boating offered postwar Americans the promise of a happy family life in 
which a harmonious crew pulled toward a shared goal under the direction of a 
good captain, along the way experiencing renewed affection for one another and 
acquiring a fresh appreciation for each other’s special roles and contributions. The 
cabin cruiser or the sailboat could become an on-the-water extension of the home 

Vermont State Police providing safety patrols in newly acquired 
Correct Craft patrol boat in the earliest days of the nation’s 
Recreational Boating Safety (RBS) program.



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy1414 The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy

in the suburbs, providing another means for a family to enjoy the good life that 
democracy promised its citizens. And if, by chance, it did not turn out that way, 
there was always that broad, beckoning horizon, the slap of the waves against the 
hull, the whirr of the fishing reel, and the quiet comforts of solitude.

If the history of recreational boating safety captures some of the compelling 
dynamics of modern American life, it is because Americans made boating a part 
of those dreams in the years after World War II. The economic theme of the era 
was, in John F. Kennedy’s words, “a rising tide lifts all boats,” and indeed, in the 
postwar years a combination of government policy, new technology, and good 
fortune put more disposable income into consumers’ pockets than ever before. 
Not surprisingly, they spent some of it on forms of recreation that reflected their 
deepest beliefs and aspirations. Boating was one of the oldest, but new technology 
made it seem highly contemporary and could even help contain Cold War fears. 
Just months before the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis brought the Soviet Union and 
the United States within a few raw nerve lengths of nuclear confrontation, a New 
York boat show featured an enclosed-cabin boat that had been outfitted to serve 

double duty as an offshore 
fallout shelter. Assuming 
that the first attack would 
be made on missile bases in 
the interior of the country, a 
sales brochure assured poten-
tial buyers that “ample time 
should be available to get 
aboard and put to sea before 
fallout begins.” A special high-
pressure pump would allow 
survivors to hose radioactive 
particles off the vessel, about 
thirty gallons per minute 
serving to decontaminate a 
40-foot craft.4

A burgeoning recreational 
industry supplied the equip-
ment required to sooth a few 
anxieties and fulfill many 
more desires. The demands of 
World War II had accelerated 
small engine development as 
well as techniques for small 
boat construction for military 

Photo courtesy of the 
Kansas Department of Wildlife and Parks 
from the 1960s on Lovewell Reservoir, 
North Central Kansas. The photo reflects 
the construction of the pontoon boat of that 
era, the fashion of bathing suits, the style of 
life jacket that was available.
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use as pontoon boats, PT boats, landing craft, and lifeboats. Admiral Richmond 
recalled that “Before the war, if you had an outboard motor you spent 90 percent 
of your time pulling the starting rope for every 10 percent that you were able 
to cruise, if you ever got started at all. If World War II didn’t do anything else, 
it made the outboard motor grow up.”5 It also greatly improved hull strength. 
During the war, Higgins, Inc. developed a 28-foot “Flying Dutchman” airborne 
lifeboat that could be carried under the fuselage of Flying Fortress and B-29 
bombers and dropped from as high as 1,000 feet to rescue persons at sea. A 
combination of plywood, plastics, glue, and hot molding created a hull that 
handily withstood the impact.6

The boating industry deftly applied the lessons learned on war-related produc-
tion lines to the peacetime production of what were then called “pleasure boats.” 
At a meeting of The Society of the Plastics Industry, held in Chicago in 1946, 
naval architect Phil Rhodes foresaw a boom in recreational boat production. 
“The plastic boat,” he announced, “definitely has arrived, and in my opinion 
plastics can and will do the job.”7 The first postwar boat show, held at New York 
City’s Grand Central Palace in January 1947, featured molded plywood vessels 
as well as some promising runabouts made of a new material—fiberglass. The 

The boating industry deftly applied the lessons 
learned on war-related production lines to the 
peacetime production of what were then called 
“pleasure boats.”

first mass-produced boat trailers were exhibited, along with vinyl upholstery and 
nylon sails. 

In the late 1940s, the little single-handed planing boat called the Sailfish made 
its debut, and Outboard Marine Corporation introduced gearshifts for outboard 
engines. During the 1950s, about 5 million small boats were produced in the 
United States. In 1955 alone, Americans purchased a quarter of a million boats. 
Powerboating advocate Lindsay Lord noted that something new had happened 
to boating in the postwar economy: “That something new was boating for the 
millions instead of millionaires.”8

In 1960, for the first time, just over half of the boats shown at the New York 
boat show were made of fiberglass. This remarkable material held several advan-
tages for boat builders and users. Hulls could be produced quickly as a single 
piece rather than put together laboriously with planking or other component 
parts. Their shapes were limited mostly by the designer’s imagination rather than 
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held hostage to the inherent limitations of wood or even molded plywood. The 
result was a hull that was strong, light, non-absorbent, and easy to maintain. 
Repairs, too, were relatively easy once the basic techniques of applying the glass 
matting and mixing the resins and catalysts were mastered.

Not all of the new pleasure craft were powerboats. Many larger sailboats had 
“kickers,” or auxiliary engines, but even unpowered sailboat models profited from 
new materials and production techniques, including the introduction of rigging, 
sails, and anchor lines made of a variety of plastics and synthetic fabrics. Car-top 
rowboats, dinghies, and canoes also incorporated the qualities of lightness, dura-
bility, and affordability made possible by plastics and other new materials such as 
aluminum.

Link Aviation Devices, Inc. of Binghamton, New York, offered an unusual, 
molded plastic canoe called the Linkanoe, which was made in ten sections that 
locked together with metal clamps. When all ten sections were connected—the 
process took about ten minutes—the canoer stretched a watertight canvas skin 
over the craft and secured it with an airplane shock cord. At journey’s end, the 
craft’s sections folded compactly into two zipper bags for transportation and stor-
age. Some such innovations never found a wide market, but collectively they 
served to improve the durability and economy of small craft as mass production 
and prefabrication lowered costs to consumers.

Prompted partly by technological spillover from competitive racing, power-
boats were growing in speed and popularity as well as in durability and econ-
omy. Their average horsepower (hp) grew steadily, from 4.7 hp to nearly 25 hp 
at mid-decade. By 1960, Mercury was offering an impressive 80 hp engine, 
while competitor Outboard Marine sold a machine nearly as powerful at 75 
hp. In the early 1960s, according to the National Association of Engine and 
Boat Manufacturers (NAEBM), predecessor of the current National Marine 
Manufacturers Association (NMMA) along with the Boating Industry 
Association (BIA), there were 8 million recreational boats plying the nation’s 
waters. Motor Boating noted the transformation under way from a pastime of the 
elite to recreation for the many.

The America’s Cup, the Gold Cup, the Harmsworth, and other big-name 
events may be what make the headlines, as they have for the past sixty years, 
but it is Mr. and Mrs. Brown and their two kids, setting off on their boats for 
an afternoon, a weekend, or a fortnight of waterborne adventure, multiplied by 
several million, who reflect the real achievement of the past six decades. We have 
in fact become a nation afloat.9

Technology and prosperity were not the only forces at work helping to 
float Americans’ dreams. In the 1930s, New Deal projects, such as Nevada/
Arizona’s Hoover Dam, created Lake Mead, and the Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA) created several large lakes that citizens soon visited for all forms of water 
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recreation. With these new opportunities came fresh risks and hazards. Said 
Admiral Richmond, “Now we’ve got reasonably big bodies of water out in the 
middle of Kansas or Texas, and here’s a farm boy who now has at his disposal a 
20-foot boat, a 10 or 25 horsepower motor, but no great [boating] knowledge, 
maybe not even a knowledge of how to swim.”10

Richmond described one mid-century tragedy, born of this basic unfamiliar-
ity with the water, that followed when a pastor took a group of Sunday school 
children on a picnic. They climbed aboard a raft and set off, but soon all the 
children ran to one side, tilted the raft, and fell into the water. “Two or three of 
them drowned. Poor judgment, but certainly nothing malicious,” the Admiral 
observed. “It wasn’t really stupidity even; it was a lack of knowledge of how 
dangerous water can be.”11

Another such incident occurred in 1951 when a family of eight drowned in 
Tennessee’s Calfkiller River. But this time, a group of citizens headed by journal-
ist Nat Caldwell galvanized the Army Corps of Engineers, USCG, American Red 
Cross, TVA, and Governor Gordon Browning to form the National Water Safety 
Congress (NWSC). NWSC aimed at preventing all water-related accidents, not 
just those that involved boating, and became one of the nation’s most influential 
safety organizations.

Early photograph of a group of kids in boat without life jaclets.
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While no vessel type was accident-proof, and while the basic principles of boat-
ing safety applied to all boats and boaters, the new, faster powerboats posed a 
growing challenge to boating safety advocates and interested legislators. It was not 
an entirely new challenge. Ever since the turn of the century, the rise in numbers 
of powered craft had prompted laws tailored to bring the boating public, as 
well as maritime commerce, in line with technological change. The Motor Boat 
Regulations Act of 1910 was the first statute to address safety on motorboats. The 
act dealt mainly with navigation lights and sound signals, and it offered a statute 
that freed powered yachts—then a novelty—from conforming to the terms of 
the much older, commercially oriented Steamship Act of the nineteenth century. 
The Federal Numbering Act of 1918 instituted a numbering system for boats, 
but it only applied to craft over 16 feet long operating in navigable, or federally 
controlled waterways, such as oceans, lakes, and rivers that crossed state lines or 
shared state boundaries.

The Motorboat Act of 1940 attempted to modernize the boating statutes by 
dividing powerboats into four “classes” of length for regulatory purposes and by 
specifying required safety equipment such as life preservers, fire extinguishers, 
and carburetor backfire flame arrestors for the various classes. It prohibited reck-
less or negligent operation and provided for fines and imprisonment for violators. 
It also gave the USCG authority to enforce these new provisions, which included 
a requirement that the engine compartments of inboards be adequately ventilated 
so as to prevent explosions.

Early swamped boat accident response scene.
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Federal law did not, at that time, set standards for building safe boats. 
Nevertheless, representatives from the Coast Guard worked with private organi-
zations to develop voluntary standards such as those compiled by the Outboard 
Boating Club of America (OBC) in 1950. The OBC, the National Fire Protection 
Society, the Society of Automotive Engineers, and the Underwriters Laboratories 
marine section evolved as recreational boating expanded. The Chicago-based 
OBC and its east coast counterpart, NAEBM, became the Boating Industry 
Association and, later, NMMA. The Yacht Safety Bureau, founded in 1954, later 
became Underwriters Laboratories Marine Section.

The proliferation of manufacturing operations prompted private groups and 
USCG to seek consistency and efficiency not only in their own organizations but 
also in boat construction, and at a 1954 meeting in New York they established 
the American Boat and Yacht Council (ABYC). By 1969, ABYC had become the 
nation’s premier standards-setting body for recreational boat building, offering 
dependable, well-researched standards to an industry that, by leaps and bounds, 
was rolling to new heights on a crest of novel materials and technologies. Its 
initial, simple list of nine standards in 1954 expanded rapidly, adding pages to an 
ever-thickening volume.

Just as the boating industry and USCG worked to bring uniformity to safety 
and engineering standards, so too did legislators work to bring coherence to a 
system of divergent state laws regulating recreational boating. Many efforts, like 
the creation of the National Water Safety Congress, receive their initial spark 
from a tragic accident. That connection, between a heart-wrenching and head-
line-grabbing tragedy and an ensuing response aimed at preventing recurrences, 
characterized much of the history of the boating safety movement. In boating 
safety, the heart, as well as the head, usually drove change.

On the North Carolina shore one weekend after the war, a group of fishermen 
with a recently purchased outboard headed through the channel. On their way 
toward the open ocean they passed a cruiser returning to the harbor. The skipper 

Just as the boating industry and USCG 
worked to bring uniformity to safety and 
engineering standards, so too did legislators 
work to bring coherence to a system of divergent 
state laws regulating recreational boating.
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leaned over the railing toward the little outboard, his face somber, with high-
arched eyebrows. He was more accustomed to grinning than scowling, but at this 
moment Herbert C. Bonner was a worried man and his warning about worsen-
ing weather bounced across the rising whitecaps. “We’ll be OK,” one of the men 
replied. They had driven 250 miles down from the mountains to go fishing that 
day, and they were not going to let a little weather and an old man’s concern stop 
them.

The next day Bonner read that a storm had struck and most of the men in the 
little outboard had drowned. He knew such people well, having grown up in 
rural North Carolina and worked as a salesman and farmer before his election to 
Congress in 1940. Bonner’s first assignment, to the House Merchant Marine and 
Fisheries Committee, set him on course for a long and successful career in mari-
time affairs. He became chairman of that committee in 1955 and the following 
year launched an exhaustive, nationwide series of hearings on recreational boating 
safety. Those hearings gave boating safety the national attention that advocates 
had long sought and constituted the country’s first comprehensive attempt to 
bring that vital issue to the forefront of public awareness.

The Bonner Committee, as it became known, began its work on June 2, 1956, 
in Washington, D.C. From there it traveled to Detroit, Michigan, Chicago 
and Glendale, Illinois, then out west to Oregon, Washington, and California. 
The committee swung back east in October, starting in Bonner’s home state at 
Elizabeth City, then to New York and Boston. Perhaps with a boater’s eye on 
the weather, Bonner brought his committee into port—after a wide, southward 
swing from St. Louis to New Orleans—in Miami, Florida, on December 6 
and 7.

The committee’s thirty House members, including Chairman Bonner, plus 
its three attorneys and a clerk, heard testimony from 310 witnesses and received 
written statements from 94 additional sources. The range of experiences and 
interests presented to the committee was, by itself, powerful testimony to the 
rising popularity of recreational boating in the United States at mid-century. 
USCG was represented, of course, and USCG Auxiliary, the Red Cross, the 
Army Corps of Engineers, and commodores from numerous local yacht clubs. 
Members of the United States Power Squadrons (USPS), the nation’s oldest 
powerboat group, offered their views. But there also were owners of boat rental 
businesses or liveries; university professors; state game and waterways commis-
sioners; mayors and governors; sheriffs, state attorneys, park rangers, and police 
and fire chiefs; boating magazine publishers; representatives of local chambers 
of commerce; real estate brokers and shipping executives; harbormasters, pilots, 
and port wardens; yacht brokers and insurance companies; ferry operators; and a 
kaleidoscope of private citizens, including water skiers and speedboat racers.

Boat builders and other commercial groups also spoke up at the hearings. 
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Ralph Klieforth, president of the National Association of Engine and Boat 
Manufacturers, had helped persuade Representative Bonner that the hearings 
were necessary. Boating’s popularity had created, in its wake, numerous problems 
ranging from manufacturing standards to boater education and enforcement of 
existing, sometimes outdated, regulations. Klieforth wisely chose to get out in 
front of the issue rather than evade it. Faced with the prospect of a hydra-headed 
array of individual state solutions, business almost always favored a single set of 
rules. And if any additional regulations were to come from Washington, D.C., 
Klieforth and others in the trade would greatly prefer to be “there at the creation” 
rather than watch passively from the sidelines.

Sensitive to industry’s concerns and aware that even the average boater would 
resist increased control over his pleasure and pastime—wasn’t he buying a boat 
and taking to the water to get away from all that?—Chairman Bonner took 
pains in his opening statement in June 1956 to assure all interests “that it is no 
desire of the committee or of the members of the committee or the Congress to 
bring any undue additional regulations on the public.”12 As Daniel S. Parrott, 
former captain of Pride of Baltimore II observed many years later, “Since their 
activities are largely recreational, boat owners are generally unwilling to bear the 
additional costs and hassles that come with more rigorous standards. Unlike 

Vermont State patrol boat ceremony with officers .
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commercial shipping, if pleasure boating is made too costly, pleasure boaters can 
simply choose another outlet for their disposable income—with repercussions for 
the whole boating industry.”13 

Concern about overregulation notwithstanding, Chairman Bonner spoke 
for all participants in the hearings, and for boating interests generally, when he 
declared that boating safety was “a serious matter” deserving a serious review. 
He called a serious witness to lead off the testimony on Capitol Hill—Admiral 
Alfred C. Richmond of the United States Coast Guard. Admiral Richmond 
affirmed the importance of the committee’s study by reminding all present that 
an estimated 25 million, or 15 percent of the population, now participated in 
“pleasure boating.” But to him, it seemed as if the explosion in recreational boat-
ing had occurred “literally overnight,” surprising USCG and presenting it with 
several new and unanticipated challenges.

The Numbering Act of 1918, for instance, had been intended to facilitate 
inspection and enforcement actions by USCG, which had jurisdiction over inter-
state, or “navigable,” waterways by providing a means for identifying individual 
powerboats. But the legislation had specifically exempted powerboats 16 feet or 

Ohio DNR State Watercraft Officer completing a courtesy boat inspection on 
ramp in late 1970s.
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less in length, of which the Admiral estimated there had been about 100,000 in 
1918. Why the exemption? “Outboard motors were heavy, hard to start, high-
priced, and not too reliable,” he offered. “It was probably thought that they were a 
passing fad.”14

Additionally, the popularity of boat trailers, another invention that helped 
boost recreational boating, made it possible for a boater to move a vessel from 
navigable waters to purely state-managed waters, or from one state to another 
(Lake Tahoe, for instance, which bordered on both California and Nevada), 
thereby confounding sole reliance on existing federal and state registration and 
enforcement rules. Greater uniformity was needed, said Admiral Richmond. In 
some instances, penalties for infractions were so severe that officers hesitated to 
enforce the law, while in other cases they were so mild as to be no deterrent at all. 
According to the Motorboat Act of 1940, for instance, reckless boating could net 
a fine up to $2,000 and/or up to a year in prison, while boat registration infrac-
tions of the Numbering Act of 1918 carried a nominal penalty of just $10.

USCG also was charged with responsibility for inspecting boats for general 
seaworthiness, but under the Numbering Act of 1918 only vessels carrying six or 
more passengers for hire required such inspection. USCG’s resources would be 
overwhelmed, Admiral Richmond contended, if Congress were to assign it the 
additional task of inspecting millions of small pleasure craft. Better, he said, to 
proceed along the lines recently established with the American Boat and Yacht 
Council, then just over two years old, in which ABYC set industry-wide codes 
and standards for safe construction that boat manufacturers could adopt and 
practice on a voluntary basis.

Facing the prospect of greatly increased inspection and enforcement respon-
sibilities for his service, Admiral Richmond emphasized the desirability of 
voluntary solutions, state-level regulation guided by federal precedent, and the 
importance of educating boaters about safety measures as opposed to punishing 
them by imposing fines and penalties. His remarks included four separate refer-
ences to the importance of education as an intervention, and on two occasions he 
reminded the committee members that “You can’t legislate common sense.”15

The USCG Commandant also drew attention to courses already being offered 
by USCG Auxiliary, United States Power Squadron (USPS), NWSC, the Red 
Cross, various state wildlife and conservation departments, and private clubs and 
boating groups. He confessed that boating accident statistics had been loosely 

“Outboard motors were heavy, hard to start, high-
priced, and not too reliable,” he offered. “It was 
probably thought that they were a passing fad.”
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collected and were inadequate. He had recently recruited his 12,000 USCG 
Auxiliary members, along with 30,000 USPS members, to inaugurate a country-
wide reporting system for “small craft mishaps.”16

In exchange for his candor about boating accident statistics, the commit-
tee gave Admiral Richmond an uncomfortable grilling. Members wanted 
change, and they sensed that Richmond was hedging to protect the status quo. 
Representative Thor Tollefson of Washington State asked the Admiral, for exam-
ple, if there was anything that USCG could do if it spotted him heading out of 
an inlet into unsafe waters. “Not a thing, sir,” Richmond replied. And what about 
those seat cushion life preservers that were the only flotation devices required on 
board? Wouldn’t they most likely just drift away uselessly in the event of a capsiz-
ing? “That is correct, sir,” said Richmond. And what would the Admiral think of 
having sufficient authority to direct boaters away from hazardous conditions? “I 
would be rather skeptical of it,” offered the Commandant. “I do not think you 
can legislate common sense very well.” At that, Tollefson declared, “I gather that 
you do not like to have too much authority,” and drew a comparison with the 
automobile, where “You have to have some laws to enforce because some people 
do not want to use common sense at all.”17

Admiral Richmond may have been seeking to avoid unfunded responsibil-
ity more than authority as such, and he certainly reflected the sentiment of a 
nation that resisted regulation of pastime pursuits. But like the public at large, 
he knew when a line had been crossed. He let down his guard long enough to 
offer a personal experience indicating that common sense was not necessarily as 
widespread as he might have wished it to be. While visiting friends in Texas a 
few years back, he informed the committee, he had been told by his host that the 
host’s son had recently taken out a 47-foot Chris Craft by himself to participate 
in a flotilla review. The Admiral offered that this was a good-sized boat for one 
person to handle and asked the host how old his son happened to be. “Twelve” 
was the answer, and it unsettled the Commandant. “I question,” he said flatly to 
the committee, “whether a boy that age has the judgment to handle the boat.”18

Ralph Klieforth of the National Association of Engine and Boat Manufacturers 
supported USCG’s new effort to gather reliable and more thorough accident and 
safety-related statistics, but he also came prepared with industry-generated statis-
tics of his own that helped detail the spread of recreational boating. Given the 
overall loose nature of boating statistics at the time, the industry estimates were 
likely the best available, and they recorded an impressive expansion of Americans’ 
enjoyment on the water. At the time there were 365,000 USCG-registered 
inboard power pleasure boats (all over 16 feet in length) on the navigable water-
ways of the United States; 435 similar craft on inland waterways not under 
federal jurisdiction; and 4.2 million outboard engines in use, each presumably 
connected to a boat. In addition, Americans owned and used 560,000 sailboats 
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and 600,000 boat trailers. The total number of pleasure craft on all U.S. waters 
in 1955 was estimated to be 5.5 million, or about one boat for every twenty-nine 
persons in the United States. This compared with 2.5 million in 1947 and 1.5 
million in 1930. If rowboats, canoes, and rafts were added, Klieforth testified, the 
figure would jump again by millions of recreational craft.19

These numbers made it clear that boating was becoming a big industry. If 
Congress were to pass new boating safety legislation, where would the money 
come from to support implementation and enforcement? Klieforth suggested 
a logical but as yet untapped source—a federal tax on motorboat fuel. “We are 
unable to find any remote connection between what [motorboat operators] have 
paid into the Treasury and what direct benefits they have received in return,” he 
protested. Certainly a portion of the estimated $10 million in federal boat fuel 
taxes paid in 1955 could be returned to boaters in the form of support for perti-
nent USCG and other safety-related activities.

Further, Klieforth suggested, states such as Michigan that currently returned 
boat fuel taxes to boaters who applied for a refund should consider keeping the 
tax and using it to build and maintain launching ramps and other facilities that 
would serve boaters’ common interests.20 The Pittman-Robertson (1937) and 
Dingell-Johnson (1950) federal funds that supported state fishing and wildlife 
conservation activities by channeling back to the states federal taxes on hunting 
and fishing equipment were a precedent for such use of federal tax revenues. But 
the committee confessed a reluctance to broaden the application to boaters. “For 

Kansas Forestry Fish and Game wardens in an early 1970s Larson patrol 
boat on Wilson Reservoir. This patrol boat would not have had any radio 
communication capabilities at that time.
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the most part,” cautioned Representative George P. Miller of California, “the 
federal government has shied away from setting up special funds.”21

Congressional hearings typically turn up one witness who claims that the prob-
lem at hand has been grossly understated, while another insists that it is being 
much exaggerated. During the summer of 1956, Guy Hughes of the Outboard 
Boating Club of America was the optimist. He reminded the committee that it 
should not assume that just because there are greatly increased numbers of boats 
and boaters there also are greatly increased dangers. Indeed, small boat fatali-
ties actually had decreased from 1,243 in 1949 to 1,135 in 1954. If one added 
the 5,049 drowning fatalities in 1954, the combined total of 6,200 might seem 
alarming, Hughes conceded, but the figure included swimmers and “people who 
jumped off bridges or fell asleep in the bathtub.” Considering the 25 million 
boaters on the waters, “1,135 drownings are not really so much of a catastrophe.”

Hughes offered countervailing explanations about how boating promoted 
family togetherness and therefore reduced juvenile delinquency, a prominent 
social concern in the 1950s. He also mentioned that boating had brought about 
economic revival in many communities. “Former waste areas have been converted 
into vacation lands,” and busy waterways now appeared “where before there 
was only physical and economic stagnation.” If there was a problem with boat-
ing’s popularity, according to Hughes, it was one of human relations and not one 
that any legislation could solve. “If the fisherman, boat operator, swimmer, and 
water skier are attracted to the same water area, they will have to learn to enjoy 
their respective sports without cramping the other fellow’s style,” he concluded.22 
Hughes insisted that to inspect and register pleasure craft or to license small boat 
operators was a physical and administrative impossibility. Instead, the Outboard 
Boating Club of America recommended more education programs and a stricter 
life jacket requirement for small craft.

Hughes’s testimony reflected many strong themes in the recreational boating 
community then and now: that boating promoted family bonding; that it was 
as healthy for the economy as it was for children; that education was preferable 
to regulation as an approach to solving problems; and that what a later genera-
tion would call “multiple use conflicts” were best handled by users themselves, 
without the government imposing rules. But Hughes’s views irritated committee 
counsel Bernard Zincke, who noted the witness’s failure to discuss the number 
of non-fatal boating injuries and challenged Hughes on whether the 25,000 
Outboard Boating Club of America members whose positions he claimed to 
represent actually knew what positions he was presenting to the committee. 

Hughes’s testimony reflected many strong themes in 
the recreational boating community then and now.



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTyThe Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy 2727Chapter 1     ProTecTing a naTion afloaT

“Sir,” Hughes admitted at last, “I can’t tell you whether they know or not.”23 In 
truth, the voice of the industry-organized Outboard Boating Club of America 
was largely industry’s, speaking for boat purchasers’ interests as it best interpreted 
them rather than as the result of extensive dialogue with a national boater base.

Mrs. Steit of Wisconsin’s Chain-O’-Lakes Summer Resort Association followed 
Hughes with testimony of just how dangerous boating had become. She told the 
committee about a cruiser she had seen speeding around the lake before sunrise 
with no running lights. The boat rammed a pier at full speed, wrecking three 
other boats and then sinking. “Our Chain-O’-Lakes area out there is a complete 
rat race,” concluded Mrs. Steits. “We have a lot of what they call gypsy boats 
coming in daily on ramps. These people don’t know how to operate boats. The 
fishermen are being swamped. Their poles are being cut in half. It’s a deplor-
able situation out there, and we have no enforcement on this Motorboat Act [of 
1940].”24

The Bonner hearings revealed that enforcement of existing laws against reck-
less boating was lax. USCG Commander Joseph Change added that it had 
become lax in part because it was plagued by administrative detail. Change told 
the committee that he had sent an inspector to look into a case of “reckless navi-
gation” that had occurred about six weeks earlier on Fox Lake in Wisconsin. 
The inspector still had not completed his report due to understaffing problems, 
Change said, but when he did finish, he would send the report to the district 
commander, who would in turn forward it to USCG headquarters. If headquar-
ters saw fit, it would refer the case to the Department of Justice for “whatever 
action they deem necessary,” said Change. “Slightly cumbersome procedure, isn’t 
it, Commander?” Zincke suggested. “Yes,” Change admitted. “It’s hard to get a 
conviction that way.”25

The Bonner Committee hearings revealed the differences as well as the points 
of agreement about safety adopted by the many and varied recreational boating 
interest groups at mid-century. All groups retreated from legislating a require-
ment for boaters to obtain operators’ licenses, some because they did not think 
it necessary and others because they did not think it feasible. All groups favored 
boater education and obvious safety requirements like carrying life jackets on 

The Bonner Committee hearings revealed the 
differences as well as the points of agreement about 
safety adopted by the many and varied recreational 
boating interest groups at mid-century.
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board and equipping small craft with nighttime running lights. Their differences 
lay primarily in their view of the average boater. Was he—most boaters, then as 
now, were males—likely to respond best to friendly persuasion and education? 
Or was a recalcitrant minority of irresponsible boat operators going to force the 
authorities’ hand for the common good? Groups also differed in their views of the 
best platform for launching safety efforts. Should they originate from national, 
state, or local agencies, or even from the private sector?

Industry and trade association groups tended to favor passive interventions such 
as earmarking the boat fuel tax for launch ramps, which would facilitate increases 
in boating and boat sales, but they opposed any measure that would seem to take 
the fun out of boating in the eyes of potential boat owners. After all, no one had 
to buy a boat. On the other hand, enforcement groups, civic associations, news-
paper editors, and established yacht and sailing clubs often focused on the fact 
that, while no one had to buy a boat, neither was anyone required under current 
law to learn how to drive it responsibly. They tended to favor more active regula-
tion to bring order to a potentially hazardous pastime that was attracting more 
and more newcomers every year.

USCG’s reluctance at mid-century to take on additional responsibilities to 
enforce recreational boating laws can be explained mostly by its leadership’s fear 
of being saddled with more duties without being given adequate manpower 
or funding to perform them—a perennial USCG dilemma until the terror-
ist attacks of 9/11/2001 pried open the federal coffers. As U.S. Senator Richard 
L. Neuberger of Oregon pointed out to the Bonner Committee, between 1946 
and 1955 the National Park Service had increased its personnel roster by over 60 
percent to handle a more than 100 percent increase in park visitors. By contrast, 
however, as the number of recreational boaters increased by 500 percent in the 
same period, USCG’s ranks grew by a mere 7 percent.26

 As all serious parties acknowledged, the future course of modern recreational 
boating safety lay in the channel between the two positions of voluntarism on 
one hand and regulation on the other, neither of which ever was wholly or rigidly 
held by any of the major interest groups. Massachusetts, for instance, had estab-
lished a commission in 1955 to look into the problems of managing an estimated 
150,000 recreational boats on its waterways. John Murphy, a member of that 
commission and chairman of the legislative committee of the Massachusetts Bay 
Yacht Clubs Association, told the Bonner Committee of the confusion caused by 
differing USCG Rules of the Road for boats on “inland waters” and in “territorial 
waters,” along with various exceptions for the Great Lakes, the Red River, and 
rivers emptying into the Gulf of Mexico. A more uniform set of federal guidelines 
would be appreciated, Murphy offered.

Additionally, the Massachusetts commission had found that most boaters in 
the state agreed with its perception that the recreational boating community was 
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growing beyond the control capacities of voluntary measures. “There is no doubt 
that regulatory legislation, over a purely recreational activity, would have been 
unnecessary if the boating public would observe the golden rule and demonstrate 
simple courtesy,” the commission observed. “But a complex society requires the 
creation of referees to protect the lives and safety of the greater number.”27

Recognizing the frequency with which powerboats caught on fire due to 
spilled and unventilated fuel in the bilge area, the Massachusetts commission 
recommended boat design changes that would reduce that calamitous hazard. 
For similar reasons, the commission also favored the mandatory carrying of fire 
extinguishers on board and life preservers equal to the number of persons on 
the boat. Commissioners found that most boaters in the state favored manda-
tory boat registration. However, the commission framed its main problem not in 
terms of how to impose regulations but how “to steer a path between the various 
groups which are affected by this situation and perhaps clarify and define rights 
and duties of all parties concerned.” There would be no point in repeating past 
legislative overreactions, as in the state’s prior attempts to address reckless boat-
ing whereby “few arrests were made and the statute raised more questions than it 
solved.”28

That was a succinct statement of the very challenge facing the Bonner 
Committee at the national level. As Chairman Bonner himself put it when the 
committee opened hearings at the end of August in Astoria, Oregon, “The effort 
of this committee is to find some way to supervise small boats—not to reduce 
the pleasure that American citizens get from operating small boats, and not to 
deprive anyone of the pleasure derived from this wholesome outdoor sport, but to 

Two individuals in a bass boat.
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find some way to increase safety.”29 But how would Americans wish to handle the 
problem posed by a Portland Oregonian editor in 1956?

“Last Sunday there converged on Winchester Bay a swarm of trailer-mounted 
boats owned by sports fishermen eager to crank up their outboard motors and 
head out to set where the chinook and silvers [salmon] were biting. Beyond the 
jetties was a bank of dense fog. Cruising back and forth at the entrance were 
the three patrol craft of the United States Coast Guard’s Port Umqua Lifeboat 
Station. Better not go out, warned the Coast Guard men. Might get lost in the 
fog. But they have no authority over the movement of the little boats. If the warn-
ing is unheeded, they can do nothing except stand by and try to save lives and 
property if disaster strikes. 

“Last Sunday, the skippers of some 350 little boats ignored the warning and 
slipped out into the murk. When quitting time came many of them, lacking 
charts and compasses, had no idea where they were. Coast Guard men rounded 
up all they could find but six strays were missing. Three of these happily blun-
dered into a commercial trawler. The rest drifted around aimlessly in the ground 
swell. By morning, the tidal currents had taken them 20 miles north, where they 
were found and led to safety. Must we wait until a sudden squall drowns several 
dozen small-boat passengers in a fishing fleet off one of our harbor mouths before 
we take the steps that could avert such a tragedy?”30

Eleven years later that tragedy occurred when a sudden, late-September squall 
on Lake Michigan kicked up 10- to 15-foot waves that swamped a flotilla of 
small recreational fishing boats that had launched in eager pursuit of coho 

salmon. Seven persons drowned, eight others were injured, and numerous small 
craft were destroyed. About two hundred boats survived a dash to Point Betzie, 
where their skippers ran them onto the shore and counted themselves lucky 
to walk away. The “Coho salmon disaster” became a historical object lesson to 
fishermen who, though they amounted to a majority of small boat users and 
accounted for 60 percent of all recreational boating fatalities, tended to ignore 
boating safety because they were, after all, fishing, not boating.

At the Bonner hearings in 1956, no particular group spoke for the average, 

“Must we wait until a sudden squall drowns 
several dozen small-boat passengers in a fishing 
fleet off one of our harbor mouths before we take 
the steps that could avert such a tragedy?”
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individual boater, though some groups had asked—and others claimed to 
know—where that boater stood and what was best for him. Nevertheless, aver-
age boaters did speak up before the committee. In San Diego, John Eminger 
told how he and his father had built their own boat and purchased a secondhand 
engine for it. Any measures that the committee might consider to regulate the 
boat and boat engine industry, he avowed, “would have missed me completely.” 
An independent sort, Eminger claimed that there were many people just like him 
among boating enthusiasts, but “we are not organized, and we never will be; if 
there was an organization for people in my situation, they would not join it. I am 
not a joiner.”

Eminger acknowledged the value of a boating class, but then confessed that he 
would probably never attend one because “I don’t use my boat enough to make it 
seem to me worth my time.” “Wait a minute . . .,” said Representative Miller. But 
Eminger anticipated Miller’s reaction and interrupted him. “I am the guy you 
are trying to get,” he admitted. The free-spirited boater conceded that maybe he 
would find the time to take a class, provided that the material could be made “a 
little more appetizing” than just a dry recitation of government rules.

The committee’s chief counsel, John Drewry, could not resist a brief round 
with Eminger. “You represent the great class of people who are not covered 
by the Power Squadrons or the Coast Guard Auxiliary,” he said. “How do we 
get to you?” “I don’t know,” was the witness’s honest, if unhelpful, reply. “You 
would have to make it real appetizing—a pretty girl or something.” At that, the 
committee thanked Eminger—“You have been the example we have been look-
ing for”—and moved on to the next witness.

What the Bonner Committee saw in John Eminger was what tied together 
the experiences of Admiral Richmond and Deputy Sheriff Tenety across the last 
half of the twentieth century. It was the core and perennial conundrum of recre-
ational boating safety experts: how best to encourage—or perhaps force by gentle 
degrees—better compliance by individual boaters with basic safety tenets. Any 
number of programs and classes could be devised and offered, and new regula-
tions could be formulated and enacted. But they would not make much differ-
ence if they failed to reach the average, part-time boater whose first thought was 
neither safety nor education but simply enjoying himself on the water during 
whatever free time he had available.

On September 2, with the experience and the data of the Bonner Committee 
hearings behind it, Congress passed the Federal Boating Act of 1958. For all 
the ground that the committee had covered and all the issues it had raised, the 
resulting legislation was rather modest in its reach. It repealed the Numbering 
Act of 1918 and gave the states until April 1, 1960, to institute their own boat 
numbering systems that, it was expected, would be consistent with the require-
ments of the federal numbering system. The new requirement removed the prior 
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law’s exception for small craft, which were defined as boats less than 16 feet long, 
though it applied only to those with engines over 10 hp. The 10 hp lower limit 
was a compromise with opponents of the legislation who were prepared to scuttle 
the whole package if smaller engines were included. However, states could pass 
their own requirements so long as they were at least as stringent as those in the 
new federal law.

The 1958 act also amended the Motorboat Act of 1940 by providing for an 
administrative, rather than criminal, penalty for reckless or negligent operation. 
It also required that boaters involved in an accident must stop, render assistance 
if needed, and report the accident to USCG. But its greatest achievement, apart 
from the extension of the numbering requirement to a wider variety and greater 
number of small craft, was its encouragement for all the states to pull together 
for the first time toward the goal of consistency in their approaches to boat-
ing regulation and safety. Said Albert J. Marmo, former chief of the Program 
Management Division in USCG’s Office of Boating Safety, “More than anything 
else, the Act, in effect, made the States partners with the Federal government in 
the regulation of recreational boating.”31 Given the individualistic nature of the 
boating experience and the traditional prerogative of states in this area, that was 
quite an accomplishment.

Federal legislation provided a major impetus to, but did not create, the nation’s 
awareness of boating safety in the 1950s. That movement already was under way, 
largely because organizations with an established national presence had been 
working on it across state lines for years. The United States Power Squadrons, for 
example, had incorporated in New York in February 1915 to promote naviga-
tion and seamanship education among the small but ardent group of powerboat-
ers then carving their niche in prestigious yacht clubs. World War I boosted the 
training role of USPS, as more than 5,000 graduates of its free courses entered the 
armed forces, many of them subsequently receiving Navy commissions. USPS 
pulled its way out of a long postwar membership slump, and in 1939 twenty-one 
squadrons from around the country celebrated the organization’s twenty-fifth 
anniversary at New York City’s Hotel Astor.

After the Pearl Harbor attack in 1941, war once again fueled interest in nauti-
cal preparedness. USPS added courses and members and emerged into the post-
war recreational boating boom, along with USCG Auxiliary, as one of the nation’s 
premier sources of boating safety, maintenance, communications, and navigation 
classes. Perhaps in reaction to the faint disdain with which traditional sailing yachts-
men regarded the newer, gasoline-powered “stink boats,” USPS determined to make 
its courses thorough, detailed, and demanding. Power boat skippers rose to the chal-
lenge and responded to the appeal of USPS’s reputation for quality seamanship. In 
May 1959, USPS numbered 268 squadrons, with 45,000 members nationwide. Just 
seven years later those ranks had grown to 348 squadrons and 60,000 members.
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USPS helped USCG and USCG Auxiliarists patrol regattas, advised the 
National Fire Protection Association and ABYC on boat building standards, and 
published numerous safety bulletins and guidelines. These covered topics as varied 
as “Man Overboard Contests,” “Skin Diving Precautions,” “First Aid Afloat,” 
“Boat Overloading,” and “Safety Under Sail.”32 This latter bulletin, published 
in 1960, was sufficient proof that USPS had overcome the quaint, if still linger-
ing, conflict between power and sail on the water. It also reminded boaters that 
age-old sailing safety hazards such as accidental jibing, sudden wind squalls, crew 
overboard, and strong following seas posed no less a danger to fiberglass skippers 
of the space age than they had to ancient mariners.

The American Red Cross also boasted a decades-long involvement in boating 
and water safety by the time Representative Bonner and his committee toured 
the country. “Commodore” Wilbert E. Longfellow, an expert publicist with a 
flair for teaching, oversaw the Red Cross’s national system of water safety educa-
tion from its founding in 1914 to his retirement in 1946. Red Cross water safety 
instruction typically included elements concerning small craft, but in 1941 the 
organization hired future U.S. Olympic coach Wally Van Clausen to direct a 
program devoted to small craft as lifesaving devices as well as small craft safety. 
By 1952, the Red Cross was offering hands-on training in boating, canoeing, and 
sailing and had developed a cache of movies, slides, and other instructional mate-
rial to augment its various course publications. Similarly, the venerable American 
Canoe Association (ACA), already seventy years old in 1950, had a long history of 
promoting safe practices on the water while operating those often-tricky craft. The 
ACA’s role in safety education grew apace with Americans’ increasing interest in 
canoeing and, later, kayaking.

Though 300,000 small boats seem like a small number by later standards, in 
1939 USCG felt that it had its hands full on federal waters. The previous year, 
14,000 boaters had called for assistance, and 8,600 of them had been in deep 
enough trouble to warrant an “in peril” classification when USCG tallied its year-
end statistics. At the same time, World War II was just under way in Europe, and 
though the United States would not formally enter the conflict until the Pearl 
Harbor attack of December 7, 1941, military preparedness was a major concern 
for the foresighted. With coastal defense in mind, Congress augmented USCG’s 
capabilities in June 1939 by establishing the USCG Reserve, a volunteer civilian 
arm. Members were organized into flotillas around the nation to assist in safety 

The venerable American Canoe Association, 
already seventy years old in 1950, had a long 
history of promoting safe practices on the water.
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patrols and other USCG operations. When the United States entered the war, 
USCG created a military, not a civilian, reserve force, and the former civilian 
reserve was renamed the USCG Auxiliary.

Though peacetime depleted the ranks, as it had USPS’s, USCG Auxiliary’s 
50,000 wartime members provided the core of what became, in the immedi-
ate postwar era, a prominent force for boating safety and boater education. 
In addition to providing courses nationwide on boat handling and boating 
safety, Auxiliarists in 1947 started offering free vessel inspections, or Courtesy 
Motorboat Examinations (CMEs), to the public. These detailed inspections were 
designed not to be intimidating or condemnatory but instead to be the occasion 
for a friendly conversation with a fellow boater about boating equipment, mainte-
nance, federal regulations, and any other safety-related matters that might come 
up. At the end of the CME, boaters who passed received a decal that attested to 
that fact and also reassured USCG and state patrols of that craft’s compliance 
with current standards. Incidentally, it also significantly lessened the chances of 
being stopped, boarded, and subjected to an inspection by regular USCG safety 
patrols.

From its beginning, the Auxiliary had performed a valuable service by advis-
ing USCG on errors that members discovered in official nautical charts. Wrecks, 

In contrast to earlier styles, life jackets in the twenty-first century include 
wearable, low profile inflatable designs and specially designed life jackets 
for children.
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shifting sandbars, erosion, coastal construction, and other factors work over time 
to change the contours of the seabed as well as river and harbor bottoms, and 
they pose new threats to boaters who depend on accurate charts. Auxiliarists’ 
updates proved so useful that in 1962 the organization signed a formal agreement 
with the National Oceanic Service (later the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, or NOAA), which provided the charts, to identify and report 
discrepancies. The next year, the United States Power Squadrons signed a similar 
agreement to provide confirming data and corrections to navigation charts. By 
1989, USPS estimated that this free service was saving American taxpayers about 
$13 million a year.33

An Amesbury, Massachusetts, Auxiliarist Steve Sadowski set off a chain reac-
tion in June 1949 when he led his Merrimac River Flotilla in a celebration of 
Auxiliary Day. Sadowski made the observance official by persuading the town 
selectmen to grace it with a proclamation. Three years later, Sadowski helped 
organize a Courtesy Motorboat Examination Weekend, which led to the idea of 
a Safe Boating Week that would pull in other New England states. The gover-
nors of Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island cooperated, 
and soon other USCG Auxiliary 
districts across the land were 
following suit.

Hawaii Auxiliarists broke 
new ground in 1956 by enlist-
ing a local entertainer, “Lucky” 
Luck, to promote its Courtesy 
Motorboat Examination and 
Safe Boating Week activities. In 
following years, “Lucky” Luck 
appeared in the popular TV 
series “Hawaii Five-0” as well as 
in several movies, and USCG 
Auxiliary and USPS continued 
to call on celebrities to radiate 
some glow over the enterprise 

From its beginning, the Auxiliary had 
performed a valuable service by advising 
USCG on errors that members discovered 
in official nautical charts.
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of boating safety. That year the Auxiliary’s leadership broached the idea of a 
National Boating Week, and in 1957 it announced the first nationwide obser-
vance of recreational boating safety. The week’s activities would take place during 
June 30 to July 6 in order to capture the attention of boaters over the busy July 4th 
holiday.

National Boating Week was practically contemporaneous with the Bonner 
Committee hearings and served the same purpose of raising boating safety aware-
ness to a national level. In 1957, USCG caught the boating safety wave that 
Auxiliarist Sadowski had started years earlier and prepared a formal resolution 
to establish a National Safe Boating Week by law. USCG convened a commit-
tee from industry, private yachting groups, the Auxiliary, and USPS to promote 
the resolution. Representative Charles Chamberlain of Michigan sponsored the 
resulting bill, which passed into law on June 4, 1958. The bill had called for using 
a week in late spring so that the safety message would reach boaters at the begin-
ning of the season, but the Senate wanted the week to include the July 4th holi-
day and the Senate got its wish. Until it was changed years later, National Safe 
Boating Week kicked off in mid-summer with the publicity bang of a Presidential 
Proclamation issued from the White House.

Just three months later the Federal Boating Act became law, and a scant four 
days after that, the National Safe Boating Committee, which later became the 
National Safe Boating Council (NSBC), met to tackle its first challenge: USCG 
had no funding for the next Safe Boating Week observance. The Outboard 
Boating Club of America’s Guy Hughes, an expansive and energetic supporter, 
filled the breach by providing kits, posters, and other material for the cause. Soon 
a variety of organizations joined, including Hughes’s Outboard Boating Club, the 
Red Cross, the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, USPS, the National Safety Council, 
the American Yachtsmen’s Association, the National Association of Marine 
Dealers, and NAEBM. Over the next decades, membership on the National Safe 
Boating Week Committee would number in the hundreds as the cause of boat-
ing safety followed closely on the heels of boating’s surging popularity. In coming 
years, closing the gap between popularity and safety became boating safety 
professionals’ principal and perennial challenge.
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To the left, 1959 National Safe Boating Week proclamation. 
Above, 1959 Congressional Record.
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froM coexisTence    
To coMMuniTy

Nancy Seaman was livid. As the “Family Boating Writer” for the Wilmington, 
Delaware, News-Journal and a certificate holder in USPS’s Wilmington 
Squadron, she felt qualified to address a new menace on the waterways—wa-
ter skiers. “On the Chesapeake last summer,” she wrote, “one of these jok-
ers cut so closely across our bow that given another inch we could have 
impaled him on the bowsprit.” Other boaters had taken to throwing emp-
ty cans and bottles at the “swarm” of pests “actively buzzing them or plan-
ning to buzz.” This was all “in the spirit of self-preservation,” Seaman 
avowed. “What could be an admirable and exhilarating sport has fast be-
come an outlet for an insolent, irresponsible, and downright danger-
ous group of exhibitionists—who are not necessarily juveniles, either.”1

In the last century there has been a steady stream of recreational boating 
“outsiders” and “upstarts”—a considered menace to life and limb on the water. 
Usually the threat is connected with a new technology that, often enough, comes 
with a learning curve that places inexperienced users in the same environment 
with established practitioners. The results have ranged from ordinary grumbling 
and resentment to justified fear over the hazards that novices with new forms of 
recreation can pose to others as well as to themselves.
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At the turn of the century, the internal combustion engine had made “gaso-
liners” and their “stink boats” outcasts among the yachting and steamboat set. 
In 1972 Charles F. Chapman, a founder of USPS and former editor/publisher of 
Motor Boating magazine, remembered complaints by the early era’s steamboat 
inspectors, who governed the navigation rules. These “very old seagoing men,” 
said Chapman, then ninety years old himself, “complained that the small craft 
boatmen knew nothing about boat handling and were interfering with their 
operations on the channels of the harbors in the country.”2 So Chapman and 
others organized USPS, partly to protect their interests from the steamboat men 
and partly to prove them wrong by becoming expert navigators and upstanding 
nautical citizens.

Toward the end of the century, personal watercraft (PWCs), or “jet skis,” 
were to create a similar furor among established boaters. But at mid-century, 
the upstart role was split between the novice boater, fresh from the dealer with a 
car-trailered boat whose operation he had yet to master, and the dashing, devil-
may-care water skier he would soon be towing around the lake. Water skis were 
invented in America in the early 1920s and were not, strictly speaking, a new 
technology. Neither were powerboats, of course. But mass recreational boating, 
made possible by fiberglass, prosperity, and new venues like Utah’s Lake Powell, 
created in 1964 by the Glen Canyon Colorado River dam project, effectively 

Personal watercraft (PWC) grew immensely in popularity in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s. Models like this one were stable, maneuverable, and included safety 
devices such as the engine cut-off lanyard.
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rendered them a “new” phenomenon on the waters. Before long, the American 
Water Ski Association, which had organized in 1939 mostly to manage competi-
tive events, acted to buff the sport’s tarnished image and was among those sign-
ing on to National Safe Boating Week. That, too, was a pattern—organizations 
working hard on behalf of their constituent groups to repair the damage done by 
novices and to ward off the threat of government regulation.

Reckless water skiers grabbed the attention of safety-conscious boaters, but 
safety and enforcement experts faced other challenges as well in the 1960s. These 
included persuading boaters to wear life jackets, to learn navigation—the Rules 
of the Road—and to refrain from drinking alcohol while boating. Other issues 
were less well known to new boaters but highly dangerous, nonetheless. Among 
them were explosions and fires due to the accidental ignition of unventilated 
engine compartment fuel vapors. In 1965, 268 of the 3,740 reported boating 
accidents stemmed from fuel vapor explosions that killed 18 persons, injured 214, 
and caused nearly $1.4 million in boat damage.3 But an equally deadly danger 
lurked quietly in the ordinary exhaust of marine engines.

Because they are out on the water and in the “open air,” boaters do not always 
appreciate the risks of CO exposure. Carbon monoxide (CO) is sometimes called 
the “silent killer.” It is a colorless, odorless, tasteless, and hence highly insidious 
gas that combines with blood hemoglobin 240 times as readily as oxygen and 
thereby blocks the blood’s ability to take up oxygen and supply it to vital organs. 
A concentration as small as 400 parts per million (ppm) in the atmosphere brings 
collapse after 2.5 to 3.5 hours. Triple that concentration, or 1,200 ppm—the 
amount measured in open air on the stern deck of several boats—is considered 
immediately dangerous to life and health. A dose of 3,200 ppm kills in just 30 
minutes.4

In 1950, Mr. and Mrs. Walter Blau were boating with Captain William Talton 
from Elizabeth City, North Carolina, to Florida by way of the inland water-
way. Mrs. Blau awoke one morning from the after quarters to cook breakfast. 
When she reached the deck, however, Captain Talton was stretched out on the 
planking, his head stuck weirdly between the rungs of the stool on which he had 
been sitting and his glazed eyes staring straight ahead. Blau rushed below to the 
forward stateroom to rouse her husband, who had gone below just an hour or 
so earlier to take a short nap, but he was so sluggish he could barely stir. At last 
he overcame his dizziness, headache, and the cold numbness spreading from his 

Reckless water skiers grabbed the attention of 
safety-conscious boaters, but safety and enforcement 
experts faced other challenges as well in the 1960s. 
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hands to the rest of his body and realized what had happened. Now scared for his 
life, he struggled upstairs to the wheelhouse, slowed the engine, and threw open 
the ports while his wife followed his instructions to help the captain.

The two men gradually pulled back from their near-deadly encounter with 
carbon monoxide. At the next harbor they discovered and repaired a small leak 
in the starboard engine’s exhaust. Mrs. Blau had been spared because she was in 
the rear of the boat, and with the wind coming over the stern, the exhaust gasses 
had blown past her and into the vessel’s forward sections. Her husband and 
Captain Talton would have died quietly had she not decided to get up and cook 
breakfast.5

Capsizing was another common boating hazard that, contrary to its usual asso-
ciation with heavy seas and stormy weather, occurred mostly in calm water and 
mild weather. The cause might be overloading the boat, shifting weight suddenly, 
or even just standing up in the wrong place at the wrong time. Four boaters were 
fishing from a 14-foot outboard on Alabama’s Chattahoochee River one evening, 
anchored next to a “Keep Out” sign near a dam spillway. At 8:30 p.m. the dam 
opened and water began rushing toward them. The rushing water was not the 
direct cause of what followed, but it alarmed the boaters and they tried to leave 
too quickly. 

One of them moved to the stern to raise the anchor and start the engine. But as 
he yanked on the anchor line, the combination of his weight, the motor’s weight, 

Boating equipment, gear, and life jackets from the early 1970s. U.S.Army Corps 
of Engineers, Shennago Lake, Pennsylvania.
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and the downward pull of the anchor, all on the rear of the small craft, forced its 
stern below water level. The river rushed in and sunk the boat. Only one of the 
boaters was wearing a life jacket, and she was able to reach the river bank. But all 
three of her friends drowned.6 A few years later, USCG produced a slide show 
with printed commentary on “The Hazards of Stern Anchoring” and distributed 
3,000 copies to USCG Auxiliary and other safety organizations.7

As these accident scenarios played out on America’s waterways, individual states 
wrestled with their own boating safety problems while wondering just what it was 
that the federal government was going to do, or should do, to help them out. The 
Federal Boating Act of 1958 had called on the states to take on greater responsi-
bility for vessel numbering and for developing a more uniform set of boating laws 
and enforcement practices. The act also had tasked USCG with helping states 
move towards those goals in whatever ways it deemed practical. But states varied 
in their response to the 1958 act. By April 1960, the deadline for states to either 
implement their own recreational boat numbering systems or accept by default 
the federal system, only thirty-four states had complied.

That month, USCG prodded the process along by initiating a meeting of state 
boating officials to brief them on the act’s requirements and provisions. Several 
weeks later the midwestern states formed the country’s first regional association 
of boating law administrators. They realized that a national organization and 
a nationwide forum were needed to help states understand and work through 
their individual and regional issues with boating safety regulation. Accordingly, 
in Chicago on November 28 and 29, 1960, boating law administrators from 

1972 Chrysler fishing boat advertisement. Note child wearing Type 2 life jacket.



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy4646 The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy

around the country gathered for the first time in an informal meeting. That led to 
two subsequent annual fall meetings, at the second of which the officials agreed 
to establish themselves formally as the National Association of State Boating Law 
Administrators, or NASBLA.

Along with the Federal Boating Act of 1958, NASBLA’s founding is a milestone 
in the development of modern boating safety. In NASBLA, USCG at last found a 
single medium through which it could reach the states, while each state now had a 
means of amplifying its concerns and transmitting them to the federal government. 
With that essential structure in place, the modern boating safety movement was 
under way.

While nudging the states toward meeting the goals set out in the Federal Boating 
Act, USCG adapted its safety activities to meet recreational boating’s increasing 
demands. Its level of activity varied with a particular year’s funding levels. In 1957, 
for instance, USCG had organized Mobile Boarding Teams consisting of four 
enlisted men, a boat with trailer, a truck, and miscellaneous equipment. In just 
two years, however, the teams were discontinued due to lack of funding. In 1960, 
perhaps with the idea of fulfilling its new obligations to states under the 1958 act, 
USCG moved to rejuvenate the boarding teams and extend their operations into 
those inland navigable waters where recreational boating had boomed. The USCG 
established twenty teams in 1961 and added fifteen more the following year. By 

Understanding how life jackets work in the water was an important training 
session from the earliest days of the program.
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1967, a total of forty-one teams were working, many of them year-round, to 
educate and assist boaters, inspect life-saving equipment, and perform search and 
rescue operations to the degree that their equipment allowed.

In 1964 USCG formed a Boating Safety Division in its Washington, D.C., 
Headquarters Office of Operations. The next year, USCG authorized each of 
its districts across the country to establish their own Boating Safety Sections. 
These sections were elevated to branch status at the end of the decade as posi-
tions for the new Branch Chiefs became available.8 One can read between these 
USCG organizational lines a story of the rising prominence of recreational boat-
ing safety throughout the 1960s. The service was not idling, and the states, too, 
were moving toward improved communications. In 1964, NASBLA established 
its Boat Safety Education Committee and signed on to the National Safe Boating 
Week Committee, now overseen by the National Safe Boating Council.

But on October 15, 1966, an event took place in Washington, D.C., that 
instantly raised the stakes for boating safety organizations and accelerated the 
changes that were already under way. President Lyndon Johnson signed the 
Department of Transportation Act into law that day, creating a new, cabinet-level 
department in the Executive Branch. DOT, as it became known in Washington’s 
acronymic shorthand, officially went into operation on April 1, 1967. And when 

Circa 1980s Ohio DNR Division of Watercraft boating safety display.
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its doors opened, USCG sailed in from Treasury to become one of the new 
department’s largest members.  At the Department of Transportation, USCG 
found itself navigating in the mainstream of President Johnson’s Great Society 
reforms. DOT, for instance, had the power to establish safety standards for auto-
mobiles, and Congress recently had passed truth-in-lending and truth-in-pack-
aging laws. New standards had been set for the inspection of meat and poultry; 
cigarette packs now had to carry health warning labels; and legislation was in 
the works to control radiation emissions from color television sets and other elec-
tronic products. Soon USCG began to feel the full pressure of this trend, height-
ened by reformers’ impatience with the status quo in matters involving public 
health and safety.9

In June 1967, Transportation Secretary Alan S. Boyd put forward a view 
of boating safety that guided DOT policy on that subject well into the next 
century. In a series of letters to Commandant Willard J. Smith, USCG’s top offi-
cer, Boyd called the boating safety situation “alarming” and noted that “as many 
persons are killed in boating mishaps today as in all types of aviation accidents 
combined.” If recreational boating were considered a form of transportation—
and the secretary clearly saw it as such—then boating safety loomed as a cause 
for national concern. Boyd reminded the Admiral that “July is the most danger-
ous month of the year for boating” and asked him to make an extra effort during 
that month to lower the accident rate. Additionally, he urged Smith to improve 
federal-state cooperation “in view of the fact that nearly half of the boating deaths 
last year occurred in waters over which the Coast Guard has no jurisdiction.”10

Boyd’s language conveyed an emergency tone as he directed the Commandant 
to “initiate immediately a comprehensive study” of recreational boating, includ-
ing boats’ performance characteristics, operator qualifications, safety devices, and 
the adequacy or inadequacy of existing legislation to cope with potential prob-
lems. Boyd envisioned Congress passing, and President Johnson signing, a major 
piece of national boating legislation the following year.11

To that end, a Special Studies Subcommittee of the Committee on 
Government Operations of the House of Representatives held hearings in late 
July 1967. Virginia’s Porter Hardy, chair of the Committee on Government 
Operations, called the first witness, USCG Commandant Smith, who read a 
positive-sounding opening statement in which he reminded the subcommittee 
that the 1,318 boating fatalities recorded in 1966 were fewer than the number for 

At the Department of Transportation, USCG 
found itself navigating in the mainstream of 
President Johnson’s Great Society reforms.  
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1965 (1,360), albeit, he allowed, that reduction “is no basis for complacency.”12 
His description of the status of boating safety conveyed no more than the usual, 
though sincere, concern, and his vision of the role of USCG was cautious and 
limited, as had been that of his predecessors for many years.

Rather than advancing safety initiatives, Smith instead posed to the subcom-
mittee a series of questions concerning USCG’s future responsibilities in boating 
safety. Should the service become more active in setting engineering standards 
for the boat manufacturers? Should it explore ways in which the system of 
buoy markers, signal lights, and other navigational aids might better meet the 
needs of recreational boaters? Might the public schools offer boating education 
classes, along the lines of the driver education classes that they then provided for 
students? Would there be any benefits to a boater licensing program? Would it 
be feasible for the government to levy a user fee on boaters? How could USCG 
improve its data gathering, specifically its statistics on boating accidents and inju-
ries, so as to form a better basis for policy making? In closing his brief statement, 
Admiral Smith drew attention to the letters he had received from Secretary Boyd 
and submitted those letters as part of his own testimony.

The Admiral had raised some very good questions, but he offered no answers. 
For that detailed work, he introduced to the subcommittee members Captain 
David Oliver of USCG’s Boating Safety Division. But before Captain Oliver 
could begin speaking, Rep. Benjamin Rosenthal (D-NY) and Rep. John Wydler 
(R-NY) intervened. They were not quite through with the Commandant and, 
as it turned out, they were not very happy with what they had heard from 
him. They pointed out the discrepancy between his apparent business-as-usual 
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approach to boating safety and Secretary Boyd’s alarm. “He [Boyd] commits 
the Coast Guard to improving the boat design and safety equipment,” said 
Rosenthal, “and you merely raise the question whether you should participate in 
that area.” 

Rep. Wydler was even more pointed. “Your statement, as I understand it,” he 
told Smith, “says that everything is all right. A few less people died last year than 
the year before, so we are doing very well in this field and everybody is cooperat-
ing and helping in working together and everything is pretty good and we will 
try to do a little better.” Secretary Boyd’s thinking, on the other hand, was that 
an already alarming situation “could get a lot worse and we had better do some-
thing about it.”13

When that brief skirmish was over, the committee chair, Rep. Porter Hardy, 
invited Captain Oliver to speak. Oliver’s detailed report calmed some of the 
tension in the room, at least momentarily, as it described the many activities that 
USCG and USCG Auxiliary had conducted to promote boating safety. Nearly 
40 million persons had participated in recreational boating during 1965, taking 
to the waters in nearly 8 million small craft. That number was increasing at an 
annual rate of about 200,000 vessels. Despite this expansion of pleasure craft 
and all the problems associated with crowding and novice boaters, USCG was 
doing its best with limited resources to fulfill its boating safety mission. In 1966 
USCG personnel had responded to more than 28,000 recreational boating cases, 
an average annual increase of 3,200 since 1962. During 1965, USCG’s 24,000 
Auxiliary members had performed 186,000 Courtesy Motorboat Examinations. 
And in 1967, with the boating season halfway over, the Auxiliary already had 
increased its courtesy vessel checks 94 percent over the 1966 total. Moreover, 
USCG was working “assiduously” with “many cooperative states” to draft state 
laws that would carry out the intent of the 1958 Boating Safety Act.

By July 1, 1967, said Captain Oliver, forty-seven states plus the Virgin Islands 
had put USCG-approved boat numbering systems in place for vessels of more 
than 10 horsepower, while twenty-one states numbered all motorized vessels.14 
Safety equipment requirements varied considerably from state to state, however, 
and Oliver reminded the Special Studies Subcommittee that USCG could use 
only “moral suasion” to bring about greater uniformity among the states.15 Yet 
USCG and the states were making progress. Thirty-three states required backfire, 
or flame arrester, control along the lines of USCG’s regulations. These devices 
suppressed any spark or flame that the engine might emit that could trigger an 
explosion of gasoline vapors in the bilge or elsewhere outside the engine.

Oliver further reported that twenty-three states required running lights, 
commensurate with USCG rules. Twenty-four states required boats to carry a 
bell. And lesser numbers of states had passed laws regarding fuel vapor ventila-
tion, fire extinguishers, lifesaving devices, and sound-producing devices, such as 
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foghorns, for recreational boats that paralleled federal requirements and therefore 
approached greater uniformity and consistency. Boaters’ use of trailers meant that 
more boaters were venturing across state lines to go boating, which increased the 
need for such uniformity among the states.

The Coast Guard, Oliver testified, had stepped up enforcement to match the 
rapid growth in recreational boating in recent years. The number of vessels found 
in violation of technical requirements had increased from 7.6 percent in 1960 to 
26.5 percent in 1965. USCG had then decided to spread its enforcement activi-
ties across a wider geographic area rather than concentrate on achieving a high 
number of vessels boarded for inspection or enforcement. As a result, the number 
of boats boarded had declined from 200,000 in 1964 to just 65,000 in 1966. 
Despite the fewer number of boats boarded, however, the percentage of vessels 
found in violation rose from 26.5 in 1964 to 46.6 in 1966. Federal enforcement 
officers apparently were developing sharper, more discerning eyes.16

Lastly, with respect to boat design and construction, Captain Oliver noted it 
was true that “the vast majority of construction and equipment features involv-
ing recreational boats are not subject to any statutory compliance.” But rather 
than ask Congress for corrective legislation, Oliver repeated USCG’s usual prefer-
ence for the minimum federal regulation consistent with public safety and under-
lined the usefulness of boat manufacturers’ current, voluntary compliance with 

In the early days of the program, boating safety personnel experimented with and 
perfected a variety of rescue means, including how to coil and throw a safety line. 
USACE Ranger Pete O’Connell
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standards set by such bodies as ABYC, the National Fire Protection Association, 
and the Yacht Safety Bureau (a New York-based organization that later became 
the Marine Section of Underwriters’ Laboratories). USCG itself published 
numerous guides on products and product safety to keep boat owners informed 
and had effected new safety-oriented regulations for 1967, including a revocation 
of the traditional right-of-way enjoyed by sailboats over large, powered vessels in 
restricted channels.17

As it turned out, Captain Oliver’s impressive-sounding presentation served 
mostly as a whetstone for congressional carvers. Where Oliver had cited a 46.6 
percent rate of boats in violation as an indicator of hard-working USCG enforce-
ment officers—see how many boats they had cited, after all—Rep. Wydler inter-
preted the same statistic as showing that nearly half of all boats on the water 
seemed to be deficient in some important safety area. “Captain, what are you 
doing to change that?” Wydler queried. Oliver might have answered that issuing 
citations or warnings was doing something to change the situation, but instead he 
fell back on the standard USCG position regarding enforcement of recreational 
boating laws. “Education is the basic method,” he replied to Wydler.18

The perennially cash-strapped USCG was never eager to commit itself to 
a general policy of greatly increased enforcement. Besides, the service’s image 
among boaters was one of friendly assistant and rescuer more than law enforcer, 
and USCG officials were loath to jettison that reputation for one of feared 
enforcer of the law. Subcommittee questioners soon drew from the captain the 
uncomfortable fact that in the entire United States in 1966, USCG’s 1,800 patrol 
boats, only 37 of which were aimed specifically at boarding and inspecting recre-
ational vessels, had produced only five cases of reckless or negligent operation of 
a vessel. Of these five, only one had ended in conviction, and that conviction—a 
criminal offense—had netted a fine of only $100. Of 26,000 equipment violation 
cases in 1966, fewer than 5,000 were assessed any monetary penalty.

USCG’s approach in boarding recreational vessels clearly had been intended 
to be educative rather than punitive. Informing rather than intimidating recre-
ational boaters was an eminently defensible approach, of course, and USCG 
would continue to promulgate it as best suited to the overall recreational boating 
situation. But faced with what Secretary Boyd and many others saw as an increas-
ingly dangerous world on the water, the maritime service’s “boater-friendly” 
enforcement policy seemed to reinforce the impression of business as usual. It 
did not convince congressmen—and perhaps even some DOT officials—that 
USCG truly understood their alarm. “Is there any indication that for recent 
years the percentage of violations found by the boarding parties is going down?” 
asked Wydler. “No, sir; on the contrary, it is going up,” answered Captain Oliver. 
“Well, education is not working, then, is it?” Wydler concluded.19

Captain Oliver also had to defend what seemed to be his service’s modest 
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progress concerning the 1958 act’s demand that USCG push states toward greater 
regulatory uniformity, which meant in practice greater similarity to, or “paral-
lelism” with, federal boating laws and enforcement practices. Although about 
thirty states shared some jurisdiction with USCG, only six had signed coopera-
tive agreements with the service regarding the division of patrol responsibilities 
and the development of safety laws and standards. About seventeen states had 
passed a boating safety law using the Model State Boating Act developed in part 
by USCG.

To Porter Hardy, USCG’s progress seemed snail-like. It took Kenneth 
Harrison, USCG’s chief counsel, to remind Rep. Hardy that the language of 
the 1958 law had been less than stringent in its demands on the Coast Guard 
concerning cooperative agreements with the states. The service should do so, said 
the law, “to the fullest extent practical, subject to reasonable acceptance arising 
out of local conditions.” Rep. Hardy admitted that “That is a little different” from 
the urgency that was in the air in 1967.20

The times had changed and the nation’s maritime service had been caught 
off stride. A brief exchange between Rep. Wydler, chief counsel Harrison, and 
Captain Oliver provided a clue as to why so little progress had been made by the 
states toward more effective boating laws in the nine years since passage of the 
Federal Boating Act:

Rep. Wydler: “Ideally, what the Coast Guard would like, I presume, is for 
every state to have the same boating laws that the Federal Government has. Is 
that correct?”

Rep. Wydler: “Ideally, what the Coast Guard 
would like, I presume, is for every state to 
have the same boating laws that the Federal 
Government has. Is that correct?”

Chief Counsel Harrison: “That is correct.”
Rep. Wydler: “Isn’t the way to get them to do that to offer them some incentive 

so they will adopt some kind of a code and all have the same kind of laws? They 
probably don’t do it now because they don’t have anything to gain by it. That is 
probably the reason, isn’t it?”

Captain Oliver: “In many instances, that is probably the case, sir.”21

Adequate and appropriate financial incentives for states to develop more coop-
erative working arrangements with federal entities turned out to be a core element 
of subsequent national legislation and helped overcome some significant regional 
differences among state boating law administrators.
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The July 1967 Special Studies Subcommittee hearings focused a national spot-
light on the need to fund state programs; in addition, they hauled up nearly every 
issue then pertaining to boating safety and gave it a public airing. Most of those 
issues continued to dominate boating safety for the next forty years. Some of 
them, such as establishing boat manufacturers’ responsibility for safe design and 
construction, would soon be resolved. Others, such as developing life preservers 
that were comfortable as well as up to USCG’s exacting performance standards, 
took much longer. And still others, such as whether to require boat operators to 
obtain licenses along the lines of automobile drivers’ licenses, remain contentious 
today.22

In 1967 only one state, New Jersey, required an operator’s license, though it 
required no examination and was regarded primarily as a fund-raising mecha-
nism for general revenues and not for boating safety activities. Rep. Wydler, for 
one, expressed the puzzlement of many who wondered why the states allowed 
unprepared boaters open and easy access to waterways and relied solely on boat-
ers’ voluntary participation in various safety education and vessel inspection 
programs. He believed that such a hands-off approach had not achieved accept-
able levels of safety with automobiles and likely would not do so with boats, 
either.

In response, Admiral Smith and Captain Oliver explained the differences 
between boating and automobile driving—the lack of roads and lane mark-
ings and the wide divergence in types of boats and their handling requirements, 
for example—to explain USCG’s decision not to promote licensing as part of its 
boating safety program. Besides, the service’s analysis of boating accident statistics 
indicated that boating knowledge did not prevent people from having accidents; 
rather, accidents typically resulted from lapses of judgment that possession of an 
operator’s license would not have prevented. “In all honesty, Captain,” Wydler 
replied to Oliver, “we could say the same thing, couldn’t we, about auto acci-
dents? And yet I don’t think anybody would suggest doing away with the licens-
ing of drivers on our highways.”23

Indiana’s Representative John T. Myers perhaps spoke for many new boaters 
when he questioned what appeared to him to be the unnecessarily complicated 
system of navigation signage he was expected to master. “I look at all these fancy 
signs, buoys, and so forth, and I can’t read the things. Don’t you think that we 
might devise something for the Sunday boaters that they could read? They are 
not so complicated on the highways. Why do we make it so complicated in navi-
gation?” Captain Oliver explained that the system had a lot of tradition behind 
it, to which Myers complained, “But we have a lot of people today that have no 
tradition. They buy a boat on Saturday, and on Sunday they are out driving sixty 
miles an hour, and maybe with the wife water skiing behind. And when he turns 
around he finds that he has been dragging her for fifteen miles.” Dodging the 
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issue of mandatory licensing, Oliver simply answered, “If the boater is willing to 
go out in a boat we feel that he should spend a minimum amount of time learn-
ing how to operate the boat and the conditions that he has to operate it in.” That 
included navigation signs and the Rules of the Road.24

Rep. Myers also found many regulations regarding boats’ nighttime running 
lights unnecessarily obtuse. Admitting that Congress itself had written these 
requirements into law, Myers expressed his wish that USCG recommend clearer 
language than the following specification for night lights, which he read to 
Captain Oliver from the Motor Boat Act of 1940: On the starboard side a green 
light so constructed as to show an unbroken light over an arc of horizon of ten 
points of the compass so affixed as to throw the light from right ahead to two 
points abaft the beam on the starboard side.

“How in the world would a common, ordinary fellow who bought a boat know 
whether he was complying or not?” Myers asked.25 Oliver replied that such a 
boater would have to rely on the manufacturers to make sure that his boat’s lights 
were in compliance. And therein lay the hearing’s next rub.

USCG had worked with several agencies to develop manufacturing standards 
for safe boats, but in the end, federal law stated that the boat owner, not the 
manufacturer, was responsible for his vessel’s meeting all safety-related construc-
tion requirements. USCG had no authority to set or to enforce manufactur-
ing standards. Usually the service informed boat manufacturers of any defects 
that came to its attention, and usually, said USCG, the manufacturers corrected 
the deficiency. But if a manufacturer were simply to ignore USCG and keep 
on producing unsafe boats, there was no legal way for the service to intervene. 

Zodiac Inflatable with 9.9 Chrysler motor.
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Captain Oliver admitted that a manufacturer “could build a small bathtub and 
call it a boat and sell it, and its use could not be stopped by any law that we 
administer.”26 Yet if USCG were to stop that bathtub on the water and cite it for 
safety violations, the tub’s owner, not the manufacturer, would be responsible for 
its deficiencies.

Boaters may have been seeking some freedom from life’s encroaching demands 
when they cast off from the marina, but this arrangement did not really free 
them at all. On the contrary, it saddled them with legal culpability for safety 
features over which they had no control, with which they could not reasonably 
be expected to have much familiarity, and whose remedy they themselves would 
have to finance, even if their boat had just come off the show room floor. Just a 
year earlier a young reformer named Ralph Nader had brought about a whole-
sale revision of auto safety laws and the government’s means of administering 
them. Now consumer protection legislation, the counterweight to “let the buyer 
beware,” was about to upturn the recreational boating industry as well.

Though he never appeared before Congress, California boater Don Seidel 
exemplified the need for change in the boating industry. In 1965, Seidel 
purchased a popular fiberglass cruiser produced by a major national manufac-
turer. From the outset he encountered serious safety problems with his boat. 
The gasoline tank leaked due to a faulty mounting. The dealer replaced the tank 
while Seidel, a professional engineer, redesigned the mountings so as better to 
absorb the shock and hull vibration of cruising around the choppy waters of San 
Francisco Bay. Seidel also fixed, at his own expense, an inadequate electrical 
grounding circuit. 

These were not minor safety problems, Seidel told his congressman, Charles 
S. Gubser, in a September 1966 letter, but potentially life-threatening hazards. 
“An ungrounded tank of gasoline in a fiberglass boat is as dangerous, pound for 
pound, as is that quantity of TNT,” he noted.27 Another deficiency was a failed 
drive shaft coupling caused, in Seidel’s opinion, by excessive hull flexing as the 
craft made its way through the waves. Seidel observed that the manufacturer 
had taken a hull designed for an outboard engine and cut the transom in order 
to make room for an inboard engine’s stern drive. That design economy in the 
factory, however, had fatally weakened the hull and rendered the craft a safety 
hazard under actual boating conditions. Like the Chevrolet Corvair, the subject 

Boaters may have been seeking some freedom 
from life’s encroaching demands when they cast 
off from the marina, but this arrangement did 
not really free them at all. 
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of Nader’s exposé, Seidel’s boat was, by design, “unsafe at any speed.”
Seidel told Rep. Gubser that he was writing to him as a last resort, having failed 

to elicit a satisfactory response from the manufacturer. “As the auto manufactur-
ers would not voluntarily step up to safety, neither will this boat manufacturer,” 
he surmised.28 Rep. Gubser, in turn, had forwarded Seidel’s letter to Admiral 
Smith, who reminded Gubser that USCG’s authority was limited to such things 
as foghorns and navigation lights, but that he would forward the correspondence 
to the Boating Industry Association, ABYC, Yacht Safety Bureau, and National 
Association of Engine and Boat Manufacturers (NAEBM).

Chairman Hardy’s hearing that July day ended with a strong assertion of the 
rights of consumers. The day’s testimony had been long and sometimes conten-
tious, and at 5:30 p.m. many wished to be on their way home. Yet no one left 
the hearing room. In fact, attendance had been unusually high throughout the 
day. The tension of change that had charged the subcommittee’s work all day 
long sustained itself, for boaters like Don Seidel were about to have their say. 
The Special Studies Subcommittee on Recreational Boating Safety called its last 
witness, Richard Schwartz of Boat Owners Association of The United States 
(BoatU.S.).

Schwartz, a Yale Law School graduate who once had worked with Senator 
Estes Kefauver on the Dixon-Yates case, a major antitrust investigation, had 
founded BoatU.S. in 1966. The inspiration came during weekends spent boating 
with friends, when conversations with his hosts about the specifics of their boats 
indicated, in Schwartz’s view, several unmet or poorly met needs. These included 
such matters as competitively priced marine gear and insurance, as well as advo-
cacy in regard to boating-related legislation.

With more than 650,000 members, BoatU.S. was, by 2007, the largest indi-
vidual-membership-based recreational boating organization in the United States. 
But forty years earlier, the fledgling organization was just finding its voice, and 
Schwartz was a last-minute addition to the subcommittee’s hearings. He had 
written the subcommittee long before but had received no reply. On Thursday, 
just four days before the Monday hearings, he telephoned the staff of subcommit-
tee member Benjamin Rosenthal (D-NY), who had a large boating constituency 
in his Long Island district. “They got back to me the next day,” Schwartz recalled, 
and told him, “You’re on the agenda. We got you on the agenda.”29

That left the weekend for Schwartz to prepare his written statement, a longer 
version of the three major points he would make in his oral testimony. First, 
he said, USCG had no authority to regulate manufacturers in designing and 
constructing boats. The federal regulation calling for stricter standards in the 
ventilation of engine compartments had been published in the Federal Register on 
May 12, 1965, and the date for industry compliance with that standard was June 
1, 1966. But when it became apparent that manufacturers would not meet that 
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deadline, USCG had extended it a year, to June 1, 1967. Now, wrote Schwartz, 
“Two years and two months after promulgating this regulation, new boats 
coming out of manufacturers’ yards this very date, and being sold to boat owners 
today, are in violation of this regulation.”

Second, noted Schwartz, there was no defect law for boats as there was for 
automobiles. If a purchaser noticed a defect in his boat, it was up to him to get 
the boat back to the factory to be fixed or arrange for a factory team to come to 
him. A boat dealer’s only role at that point was to sell the boats. USCG could 
not force manufacturers to conduct a recall. Lastly, USCG needed to make 
recreational boating safety a higher priority by establishing a more prominent, 
adequately staffed boating safety office headed by an admiral rather than a 
captain. With 8 million boats and an estimated 40 million boaters on the water, 
USCG must regard small boat safety as something more than incidental to its 
commercial maritime and defense activities. All that it had done so far was to the 
good, but more was required—and faster.

At six o’clock Monday morning, Schwartz finished writing his statement and 
called a courier service to hand-deliver it in distinctive blue-and-green envelopes 
to each subcommittee member’s office. Schwartz showed up on Capitol Hill at 
10:00 that morning to make sure that plenty of copies were available on the press 
table. Usually at such hearings, the members would drop in and out. Some might 
not even bother to come at all, sending a staff member instead to monitor the 
proceedings. But when Schwartz saw member after member file in, each carrying 
a blue-and-green envelope in his hand, he knew his testimony had hit home and 
would shape the day’s discussion, even if he was not to be called on until the very 
end.

Schwartz’s testimony was a wrench in the works of boating regulation as it 
existed in 1967. And when industry representatives challenged his assertions, 
Schwartz produced copies of a USCG boarding directive issued to its First 
District (Boston) boarding officers that contained numerous photos of current 
boats, many of them prestige models by well-known manufacturers, that had 
been sold despite being in violation of the new ventilation regulations. He placed 
numerous copies on the press table during lunch to make sure they got wide 
circulation. Schwartz might also have used Captain Oliver’s comments, published 
the previous month in an industry trade journal. With boat owners, not manu-
facturers, entirely responsible for any ventilation problems on their vessels, the 
industry interviewer felt safe asking the captain if there were many boats that 
presently did not conform to recently adopted regulations. “Yes,” stated Oliver. “I 
would say a sizeable percentage of boats are not properly ventilated at present.”30

Notwithstanding the prevailing law, as well as the remaining strength of the 
“let the buyer beware” dictum in American culture, it is remarkable that neither 
USCG’s chief boating safety officer nor the boating industry saw anything odd 
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about holding purchasers responsible for defects actually built into the boat on 
the factory floor. Said Oliver, “I think the boatman should be very critical of his 
own situation, and he should insure, for the safety of himself and his family, that 
the tank and engine compartments aboard his boat are adequately ventilated to 
minimize the chance of a fire or an explosion.”31 

Even nine years later, elements of the boating industry resisted reforms that 
Congress had approved. The Government Accounting Office reported the 
results of a USCG small boat inspection program in which only 72 of 240 
boats purchased and inspected directly from dealers’ showrooms had passed 
all USCG’s tests. The wide diversity among boat manufacturers suggested one 
explanation. Of the approximately 2,500 boat building companies in the United 
States, more than half, or about 1,400, produced 100 or fewer boats annually. 
Small companies were the ones most likely in the past to have dodged voluntary 
standards set up by the major manufacturers, ABYC, and USCG.32

But in 1967, Richard Schwartz was not content just with the consumer fair-
ness aspects of reform. He produced the results of a poll he had taken of BoatU.S. 
members and other boaters. In contrast to the usual portrayal of boaters as dead-
set against government regulation, 67 percent of the 1,600 boaters in this sample 
felt that the conditions on the nation’s waterways were serious enough to warrant 
operator licensing. But setting licensing aside for the time being, Schwartz 
concluded, USCG should redirect its enforcement energies away from boat 

But in 1967, Richard Schwartz was not content 
just with the consumer fairness aspects of reform. 
He produced the results of a poll he had taken of 
BoatU.S. members and other boaters. 
numbering violations and toward the reckless behavior that was actually endan-
gering boaters’ lives. And, of course, the service should be given the authority to 
regulate boat design and boat building to make sure that the industry as a whole 
fulfilled its promises to consumers.33

More hearings followed in 1968, and USCG accelerated its response to the new 
sense of urgency about boating safety. The National Transportation Safety Board 
issued a report in February 1969 strongly recommending more stringent boating 
safety legislation. And in May 1969 a report by the Committee on Government 
Operations of the House of Representatives, whose Special Studies Subcommittee 
had conducted the 1967 hearings, concluded that USCG had made more prog-
ress in the past year than it had in the entire nine years after passage of the 1958 
Federal Boating Act.
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Evidence of the service’s progress lay partly in a study it had concluded at the 
end of 1967. Its many conclusions about what needed to be done to regulate recre-
ational boating and boat manufacturing lined up with the prevailing winds in 
Congress and in DOT. The job of coordinating the service’s Recreational Boating 
Safety programs, for instance, was given to a Rear Admiral, W. L. Morrison, 
who announced to Congress in July 1968 that USCG already had taken several 
measures to address Congress’s concerns. It had established direct liaison with 
governors or high officials in every state; it had loosened its stipulations for joint 
enforcement agreements with state authorities; and it was encouraging states to 
adopt a Model State Boating Act that had been written by the Council of State 
Governments and that NASBLA was currently promulgating. USCG also was 
making plans to offer grants to states in the event that national legislation would 
authorize funding, and it was improving radio broadcasting of marine weather 
information and small craft warnings—this in response to the Coho salmon fish-
ing disaster on Lake Michigan in September 1967.

Plans were in the works, said Admiral Morrison, for an extensive series of safe 
boating programs to be broadcast on public as well as commercial television. 
USCG Auxiliary membership was to be boosted, as well as efforts made to coor-
dinate Auxiliary programs with those of the Power Squadrons. The service was 
redesignating its Mobile Boarding Detachments as Boating Safety Detachments 
(BOSDETS), increasing their number, and stepping up research into fuel vapor 
ventilation, fire resistant materials, and better life-saving devices. All these ample 
particulars aside, Morrison’s testimony served well to assure oversight authorities 
that USCG was on board and fully up to speed with the newly expanded boating 
safety mission.

Congress took up new federal safe boating bills in 1968 and again in 1969 and 

Ohio Department of Natural Resources, Division of Watercraft, working with 
local paddling groups, develop the first state program in Fast Water Rescue.
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1970. Many different groups had a stake in these bills, which contained numer-
ous details that had to be hammered out, line by line, allowing for regional 
differences as well as for the importance of balancing state and federal control. 
Boating law administrators in the western states, for example, went on record in 
1968 opposing any federal aid because they feared it would come with strings 
attached. They wanted no part of an encroaching federal bureaucracy that 
would force programs on them that they did not want in order to get funding 
for programs that they did want. North central state administrators, who met in 
South Dakota, and southeast colleagues meeting in Nashville expressed similar 
concerns but were willing to work with USCG to make sure that their state needs 
were met. The remaining states were more comfortable with the idea of a federal 
program while seeking a hand, through NASBLA, in shaping its particulars.34

Maryland boating law administrator and NASBLA president William B. 
Matthews knew what kind of assistance his state needed from the federal govern-
ment, and he wrote the U.S. Representative from Michigan, James G. O’Hara, 
to that effect early in 1968. Matthews was a busy man and apologized to O’Hara 
in advance while he dictated his letter over the telephone at a boat show in 
Baltimore. Like many states, Matthews said, Maryland could use some additional 
support for the courses already taught competently by USCG Auxiliary, USPS, 
and the American Red Cross. But Matthews acknowledged that in other states 
these organizations were less active, and boating law administrators would need 
federal assistance in getting their own education programs under way.

What Maryland’s 125-person Marine Police force really needed was money to 
purchase equipment, mainly patrol boats and large, high-speed cruisers for rescue 
work. “As you know,” Matthews reminded the congressman, “boats are not 
cheap.” A 16-foot runabout with a 100 hp engine cost about $2,500, while the 
cruisers started at $15,000. The portion of state gas tax money that was returned 
to boating did not cover the costs of the state’s education and enforcement activi-
ties. And the 3 percent title fee on boats went mostly toward waterway improve-
ments such as docks, launching ramps, and dredging. Only a small amount of it 
could actually be spent on boating safety.35

Even as legislators like O’Hara mulled over the boating bill drafts then circulat-
ing on Capitol Hill, lawmakers wrestled with numerous traumatic events. There 
was the Vietnam War, which had begun to seem futile after the January 1968 Tet 
offensive; the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr.; the 
resulting urban riots in the spring of 1968; President Johnson’s startling decision 
not to seek re-election; and finally, the excess and violence displayed by anti-war 
protestors and police at the nationally televised Democratic National Convention 
in Chicago.

The next year, Richard Nixon entered the White House on a promise to 
restore domestic order and end the Vietnam War. But the war dragged on while 
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Americans pondered such novelties as flower children, love-ins, and the open-air 
Woodstock music festival in New York State. In 1970, the mounting national 
turmoil included the Ohio National Guard’s shooting of four students at Kent 
State University, mass antiwar demonstrations, and the initiation of the Selective 
Service System’s draft lottery. Then the Pentagon Papers, the Watergate scandal, 
and talk of presidential impeachment crowded all other issues off the nation’s 
front pages for months.

These were difficult years for America; yet, while the cities burned and the halls 
of government reverberated from the shocks of war, protest, and scandal, millions 
of citizens still took to their boats for respite and peace, or simply for diversion, 
much as they had for the previous thirty years. And many persons in USCG and 
its Auxiliary, NASBLA, USPS, the boating industry, ABYC, the American Red 
Cross, National Safe Boating Committee, and other organizations were trying to 
make sure that they returned from the waterways safe and sound.

By 1971, Congress had worked out to most everyone’s satisfaction the details 
of new safe boating legislation, and on July 12 the Senate passed a bill and sent it 
to the House. The House passed it on July 29, and on August 10 President Nixon 
signed the Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971 into law. For boating safety advocates, 
FBSA ’71 was truly a landmark law. It consisted of two major parts. The first 
provided for mandatory and enforceable manufacturing and performance stan-
dards. These would build on the Boating Industry Association’s existing, volun-
tary program that already guided the manufacture of about two-thirds of all 
recreational boats.36 In coming months, USCG would meet with representatives 
from industry, ABYC, Underwriters Laboratories, and others to begin working 
toward new standards, and on August 4, 1972, the service issued final rules in 
the Federal Register covering defect notification and boat identification, as well as 
safety standards for “display of capacity” information, safe loading and powering, 
and flotation for all recreational boats less than twenty feet in length.

The second part of FBSA ’71 established the Recreational Boating Safety 
(RBS) state financial assistance program, funded with about $7.5 million annu-
ally for each fiscal year from 1972 through 1976. The program was admin-
istered by USCG and offered financial support to states in proportion to the 
ratio of their over-10 hp boats to the national total of such craft. In broad terms, 
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states with more boats would be eligible for more federal boating safety fund-
ing, contingent on their compliance with certain requirements. Qualifying 
states would have to adopt boating safety programs, including law enforcement, 
education, navigational aids, boat accident reporting and a standardized vessel 
numbering system, approved by the USCG. In the fourth year of the program, 
a three-part formula became effective. One-third of the funding was allocated 
equally, one-third was based on the number of boats, and one-third was based on 
state funds expended for the state boating safety program relative to other states.

Numbering would now apply to all powered vessels, not just those over 10 hp, 
though for convenience’ sake the over-10 hp level was chosen in determining a 
state’s boating safety funding needs. By regulations promulgated under FBSA 
’71, manufacturers were required to attach permanently to the hull on the star-
board stern area a unique “hull identification number” called the HIN. It would 
contain 12 alphanumeric characters no less than a fourth of an inch high that 
would identify the manufacturer, the vessel itself (serial number), the month and 
year of certification, and the model year. This information would aid manufac-
turers in warranty tracking as well as in notifying boat owners should USCG 
issue a recall for vessel defects.37

To help spread the safety message to small boaters, USCG Auxiliary began 
conducting Courtesy Motorboat Examinations and issuing decals to boats less 
than 16 feet long that passed the inspection. Heretofore, only larger boats had 
come under potential USCG scrutiny. The new policy reflected the fact that a 
quarter of the 4,195 boating accidents reported in 1971 had occurred on boats 
less than 16 feet in length. These boats also accounted for 710 of that year’s 1,582 
boating fatalities.38 Additionally, and in order to achieve the long-sought unifor-
mity in state boating laws, a state’s program would have to conform in its main 
thrust to the Model State Boating Act supported by NASBLA.

FBSA ’71 gave new prominence and responsibilities to USCG’s Office of 
Boating Safety, which has been established on October 1, 1968, under the 
command of Rear Admiral W. L. Morrison. Now an admiral also would direct 
the Recreational Boating Safety Program as Program Director and Office Chief. 
The act also put USCG Auxiliary at the service of state governments if they 
requested assistance and allowed a “good Samaritan” exemption from liability for 
civil damages arising from assistance rendered in good faith at an accident scene. 
Skipper and U.S. Representative Herbert C. Bonner, originator of the Federal 
Boat Safety Act of 1958, had died in 1965. But he would have been pleased to 
know that the new federal law gave USCG boarding officers the authority to 
direct a boat’s operator to take “whatever immediate and reasonable steps would 
be necessary for the safety of those aboard the vessel,” including a return to moor-
ing, if the boarding officer assessed an unsafe condition.39 Operators who refused 
to obey were subject to a fine of not more than $1,000, imprisonment of not 
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more than a year, or both. By August 7, 1972, USCG had clarified what it would 
consider an “unsafe condition,” which included safety equipment violations, over-
loading, fuel leaks, insufficient ventilation, and the lack of backfire flame control.

Lastly, FBSA ’71 set up a civilian advisory board that would consult with 
USCG on a regular basis about the new boating safety standards and their imple-
mentation. The National Boating Safety Advisory Council (NBSAC, or “BSAC,” 
as insiders dubbed it) consisted of twenty-one members—seven state boating offi-
cials, seven members from industry, and seven from national recreational boat-
ing organizations and the general public—who met for the first time at USCG 
Headquarters in Washington, D.C., on December 6-7, 1971, under the chair-
manship of Edward J. Heine, Jr., president of United States Lines. “We will all 
carry responsibilities under the new boat safety act,” reflected NAEBM’s Peter 
Wilson, “and that includes the boatman.”40

The Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971 was a dramatic achievement. It rewrote 
the rules; restructured the institutional relationships between the states, the 
federal government, and industry; and greatly advanced the forward momentum 
of recreational boating safety. Its lasting influence lay partly in that it granted 
sufficient authority to USCG to impose safety regulations in areas where wholly 
voluntary compliance had heretofore fallen short—mainly in standards for boat 
design and construction. But it also gave states what they had most wanted from 
the national government—financial support for their own education and enforce-
ment efforts. That was the elusive carrot that, when placed at the end of the 
federal regulatory stick, made it possible for states to cooperate with USCG as 
well as with each other in the best interests of all boaters.

But in addition to enforceable standards and financial assistance—and just as 
important in the long run—the new federal law set a clear direction for the entire 
recreational boating community. From now on, the partnership that the National 
Boating Safety Advisory Council’s structure embodied would characterize rela-
tions between all participants in boating safety programs. That was not because 
conflicting interests had disappeared, or because there were no more differences 
of opinion. Conflicts would continue, but now they would tend to channel into 
forums where most participants held membership, and where they could be aired 
and resolved, person to person. 

In the process, a set of once loosely connected groups and interests began to 
take the shape of a boating safety community. Said Robert Burnside, former 
national director of the Red Cross’s Health and Safety Unit and chair of the 
National Safe Boating Council (NSBC; formerly Committee) from 1973-1975, 
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“What we did was pat each other on the back and say, ‘Any of this education 
is good, you know, so let’s get behind it and push it.’ So that’s what we did.”41 
Mutual support and encouragement were much appreciated in those early years 
when boating safety advocates were building a national network.

As they wove together the strands of this network, various boating organiza-
tions carved out different areas of emphasis and activity, whether it be access to 
ramps and marinas; consumer advocacy and services such as insurance; lobby-
ing in state and national legislatures; or nonprofit boating education. But no one 
opposed boating safety. The rules and the playing field that FBSA ’71 created in 
that realm helped all organizations find common ground despite their differences 
in other respects. Once on that common ground, individuals from different areas 
of recreational boating moved from coexistence to community, creating a nation-
wide community and a national sense of mission. 

Dick Snyder’s career was one of many that expressed the new and growing 
sense of community among boating safety professionals. A hydrodynamics engi-
neer who joined Mercury Marine in 1959 and spent nearly forty-three years with 
the company, Snyder served on ABYC in various executive capacities over the 
years, as well as participating actively in NSBC and NBSAC, which awarded him 
its first honorary lifetime membership in 2001. Snyder also became an associate 
member of NASBLA—full membership was limited to state boating law admin-
istrators—in order to stay tuned to the latest developments in state boating laws 
and policies. 

Many years later, Snyder recalled his initial impression that “there was no love 
affair between NASBLA and the industry.” But soon, face-to-face talks between 
Snyder, one of the marine industry’s most respected design and safety engineers, 
and boating law administrators like Tennessee’s Ed Carter, led to an amicable 
working alliance. Snyder wound up teaching accident investigation classes to 
state boating officers and logged more than twenty years of service on NASBLA’s 
Boating Accident Investigation Reporting and Analysis Committee (BAIRAC). 
He also was instrumental in signing up the American Power Boat Association, 
a racing organization, as an NSBC member. With an additional membership in 
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BoatU.S., Snyder typi-
fied the kind of cross-
boundary service and 
multiple-membership 
communication that 
FBSA ’71 helped 
foster.

To be sure, the spirit 
of cooperation did 
not begin with FBSA 
’71. In the 1950s, 
for example, USCG 
Auxiliary had invited 
the Outboard Boating 
Club of America, 
NAEBM, and the 
National Association 
of Marine Dealers 
to help sponsor 
National Safe Boating 
Week. And in 1963, 
when the Disney 
Company licensed a 
cartoon character—
a friendly seal named 
“Flipper”—to the 
National Safe Boating 
Week Committee as 
the week’s official “Skipper,” Boating Industry magazine sponsored a “Flipper the 
Skipper” award for the dealer who did the most to promote boating safety.42 But 
FBSA ’71 made many more such arrangements possible, with unprecedented 
range and scope.

The new law was not a triumph of pro-safety over anti-safety forces, any more 
than the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1904 had been a triumph of healthy eaters 
over lovers of tainted meat. No one loved bad food and no one opposed safety. 
Instead, the new federal law brought order and energy to an activity whose rapid 
growth had been haphazard and uncoordinated. It placed responsibility for safety 
engineering where it belonged—with those who designed and built the boats—
and it gave enforcement authority to the public agency best prepared to exercise 
it—USCG. 

1992 National Safe Boating Campaign Kit.
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FBSA ’71 recognized the states’ limited resources and therefore offered finan-
cial assistance. It engaged all parties in the decision-making process, as attested by 
NBSAC, and thereby gave all parties a significant stake in that process’s success. 
It created not only a new regulatory framework for boating safety but also a rela-
tional framework for boating safety interests. It is no exaggeration to claim that 
this new law marked the beginning of a new era in modern boating safety.
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innovative designs in boats, 
gear, and safety equipment, 
including life jackets.
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     c hapter 3:

a larger Mission
Just six months after President Nixon signed the Federal Boat Safety Act (FBSA) 
of 1971, the National Safe Boating Week Committee made a historic deci-
sion to refit itself for a larger mission. Just as a new interstate highway draws 
travelers from older roads that worked well enough in their time but no longer 
carry the traffic efficiently, the new committee needed to provide wider, bet-
ter channels for organizing and communicating boating safety concerns at the 
national level. And just as highway construction causes temporary tie-ups and 
headaches, the refitting brought some growing pains for the members of the 
committee on their way toward an expanded national role in boating safety.

Many years earlier, the National Association of State Boating Law 
Administrators (NASBLA) had launched on a similar tide of shared interests, 
and several organizations like the American Red Cross, USCG Auxiliary, USPS, 
BoatU.S., NMMA, and National Boating Federation already had a nationwide 
focus. But as yet there was no forum where all of these entities could gather on 
a regular basis to discuss common issues and coordinate activities. And, just as 
important, there was as yet no national, nonprofit public service organization that 
could accept the boating safety funds that the FBSA of 1971 would make available 
through USCG grants. Such an entity would have to be outside the government 
and impartial—open to all interested parties without serving any particular inter-
est of its own except, of course, the cause of boating safety education.

The American Red Cross and USCG had been home base for the National 
Safe Boating Week Committee because they too had a national focus—and 



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy7272 The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy

large meeting rooms in their Washington, D.C., headquarters where committee 
members could meet free of charge. But USCG could not give grants to itself or to 
its Auxiliary, and the American Red Cross already had enough work on its hands 
without taking on the responsibility of initiating and coordinating a major boat-
ing safety effort.1 The cause required a national clearinghouse for boating informa-
tion and projects, and the National Safe Boating Week Committee looked a likely 
candidate for the job. But the word “Week” in the organization’s name hardly 
reflected this new scope and mission.

On February 25, 1972, Bill Matthews, Maryland’s boating law administrator, 
hosted a meeting in then-rural Gaithersburg (dairy cows grazed outside their motel 
window) to reassess the committee’s mission and study the possibilities for change 
that FBSA ’71 offered. The American Red Cross’s Bob Burnside, vice chair of 
the National Safe Boating Week Committee, Captain David Oliver and Captain 
Julian Johansen of USCG, John Fleming of the National Safety Council, Peter 

Safety First : 
The Golden 
Rule of 
Boating 
that Insures 
Happy Days 
Afloat, 
an early 
National 
Safe Boating 
Week Action 
Manual.



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTyThe Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy 7373Chapter 3     a larger Mission

Wilson of NMMA, BoatU.S.’s Richard Schwartz, and Dale Morey, Wisconsin’s 
boating law administrator, reached a unanimous conclusion to turn the National 
Safe Boating Week Committee into the National Safe Boating Committee, to 
incorporate in Washington, D.C., and to make the committee’s mission a year-
round one rather than linked to a single week during the summer boating season. 
Boaters in many states stored their vessels for more than half the year due to cold 
weather, while those in the Southeast and Pacific Coast areas enjoyed their water-
ways all year. An organization with a national focus would take into account that 
20 percent of recreational boats in the country were used for more than six months 
of the year.2

The National Safe Boating Week Committee approved the group’s recommen-
dation, incorporated formally on March 23, 1973, as the National Safe Boating 
Committee, Inc., and in September 1974, with attorney Richard Schwartz’s assis-
tance, reincorporated under a new name, the National Safe Boating Council, Inc. 
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(NSBC). At that September meeting, held in Las Vegas, Nevada, Major Bobby 
Smith, chief education officer for the Alabama Marine Police, urged NSBC 
to be timely in its delivery to the states of promotional materials surround-
ing National Safe Boating Week but also applauded its intention to carry 
on its safety efforts all year long. “The committee slogan,” Smith chided, “is 
‘Advancing Boating Safety the Year Around’; however, the ones of us out in 
the hinterland who never hear from you except immediately prior to and after 
Boating Safety Week are prone to question that.”3 The new council took Major 
Smith’s criticisms to heart, for it knew full well how right he was and how diffi-
cult would be the organizational task ahead.

 Rear Admiral Harley D. Nygren of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration appreciated the challenge that NSBC faced. In February 1976, 
he wrote to the council’s executive committee about his participation in a 
meeting held four months earlier, at which he had observed many competing 
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interests within NSBC’s member organizations. To Nygren, each group seemed 
vested in its own program and inclined to resist central coordination and 
control. However, he also detected an unspoken desire on behalf of those organi-
zations for leadership and reminded the executive committee that “Coordination 
does not necessarily involve coercion or muscle. It can be brought about through 
a mutual community of interest, wherein sharing of plans and materials is in the 
best self-interest of all groups.”4

Nygren encouraged the council to “more aggressively live up to its charter” 
as a generator and clearinghouse of useful information and to consider hold-
ing more seminars and meetings. A few months later, the Admiral repeated 
his comments at an NSBC meeting held at the USCG Academy in New 
London, Connecticut, but this time he added an urgent reminder that “Time 
is of the essence,” since state boating law administrators seemed ready to take 
matters into their own hands.5 Alabama’s Major Smith had not been alone in 
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his complaints, which were not merely complaints but also urgent requests for 
assistance. 

NSBC responded. In 1976, it inaugurated its Annual Boating Education 
Seminar and decided to start lobbying Congress for a change in the dates of 
National Safe Boating Week from the July 4th holiday to the first full week in 
June. The original date had been well-timed for maximum public exposure. Most 
people had the day off and were free to attend parades or other venues where 
boating safety advocates like USCG Auxiliary set up booths, signed up boat-
ers for lessons, and conducted free vessel safety checks. But by early July, many 
boaters had already been on the water for many weeks since the beginning of the 
boating “season.” Some organizations, including NSBC, thought that the annual 
safety message should reach them much sooner.

By 1979, National Safe Boating Week had moved to the second week in 
June, and in 1981 to the first full week in June. NASBLA officials like Paul 
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Donheffner, Oregon’s boating law administrator, kept pushing to move the date 
even earlier. The National Boating Safety Advisory Council (NBSAC) joined the 
cause and persuaded USCG to include in its 1993 funding legislation a date that 
made safety sense: the first full week before Memorial Day weekend. Congress 
approved the legislation and, along with it, the new date for National Safe 
Boating Week. Said Donheffner, who also served on NBSAC during that time, 
“The wheels turn slowly. They really do turn slowly.”6 But turn they did, and in 
the desired direction.

Though the mission of National Safe Boating Week was now a year-round 
one, the week itself remained a special time. As reported from USCG Auxiliary 
District 17 in Alaska, it was “Christmas, New Years Eve, 4th of July, and Super 
Bowl Sunday all rolled into one event for the boating community, a time to cele-
brate all that you’ve learned over the year to have a safe season on the water.”7 In 
1973, USCG hired Goodyear blimps to fly over Detroit, Atlanta, and Portland 
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(Oregon) with that year’s safety message, “Safe Boating Is No Accident,” and 
arranged for the same message to appear on Holiday Inn signs across the south-
eastern states. Participation nationwide was enthusiastic, and when the week’s 
activity reports were filed, USCG issued 1,576 Certificates of Appreciation to its 
Auxiliarists.

The nation’s bicentennial on July 4, 1976, also became a celebration whose 
spirit filled the entire year. NSBC took full advantage of the year’s events, espe-
cially during the summer’s tall ship “Operation Sail ’76” in New York City. With 
materials provided from NSBC, as well as from their own sources, member orga-
nizations put together television and radio programs; conducted safety exhibits 
and helicopter rescue demonstrations; marched in parades; gave out thousands 
of t-shirts and balloons; held dinner cruises and open houses; placed posters in 
public buses; and procured proclamations from various mayors and governors. In 
one particularly imaginative arrangement, Foremost Dairies in Honolulu agreed 
to carry a Safe Boating Week message on the side of its milk cartons. Other dair-
ies around the country joined the effort, which was especially useful in delivering 
the message to families.

Early boating law enforcement contact.
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The helicopter displays mounted by the Auxiliary and by USCG Air Station 
in San Diego for National Safe Boating Week illustrated how useful choppers 
could be, even in relatively minor mishaps such as a San Diego couple experi-
enced in 1971. During a five-day cruise from Marina Del Ray to San Diego over 
Presidents’ Day weekend, skipper Tom Chargoff steered his 26-foot Fairliner 
under the Coronado Bridge for a look-see at the south end of the bay. As daylight 
faded, he turned about and headed back toward the marina where he and his 
wife, Barbara, had reserved a transient slip. His boat had a 30-inch draft and 
the charts indicated about 15 feet of water, so he switched off the depth finder. 
Struggling to make out some distant lights in the unfamiliar bay, the skipper 
wandered off course. In a few minutes he felt the rear of the boat settle, saw the 
water turn a muddy brown and realized he had run aground in soft silt.

Chargoff, a USPS member, recalled his training. He knew not to use his engine 
to back up because the props would only send more silt beneath the boat, and the 
muddy water they churned up would foul and possibly damage the engine. So 
he threw an anchor out into deeper water, hoping it would catch on the bottom 
and allow him to pull his vessel off the mud. But when he hauled on the anchor 
line, the only returns for his efforts were several anchor-loads of mud. Nor could 
he pole off, for the pole just sank into the soft silt. High tide would add a help-
ful three feet of water to the situation, but that natural solution was several hours 
away. Embarrassed, Chargoff called the local USCG office, which informed him 
that there were no shallow-draft boats available to come to his assistance but that 
he should call again if his hull started to crack open before high tide came to the 
rescue.

Then, about an hour later, a USCG helicopter fluttered past the stranded 
couple and shined a strong light on their boat, no doubt out of curiosity, Chargoff 
figured. To conserve power, he had turned off his radio, but in doing so he also 
had cut off communications. When he realized his error, he flipped the radio 
switch back on and heard the pilot’s daring plan through the engine’s roar, just 
ten feet off the port bow. He was, he announced, going to blow the Chargoffs’ 
boat off the mud.

As the stranded couple bent into the spray-soaked wind, trying to follow the 
pilot’s instructions about starting the engine and turning the rudder, the chopper 

During a five-day cruise from Marina Del 
Ray to San Diego over Presidents’ Day 
weekend, skipper Tom Chargoff steered his 
26-foot Fairliner.
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began its work, summoning up three-foot waves that pushed the boat gradu-
ally backward and around into the channel. When the Chargoffs reached their 
mooring shortly afterwards, they called in their thanks to USCG Air Station. To 
them, the pilot’s tour de force had seemed nothing short of miraculous.8

The Chargoffs were among a rapidly increasing population of recreational boat-
ers in the 1970s who weathered the Oil Producing and Exporting Countries’ 
(OPEC) oil embargo in the winter of 1973-1974. The embargo caused hours-long 
waits at gas stations and sparked talk of gas rationing, especially for recreational 
uses. Richard Schwartz assured authorities in Washington, D.C., that BoatU.S. 
members were ready to share the burden of any rationing measures that might be 
imposed, as long as their share was proportional to their use and did not unfairly 
favor other recreational gas users like auto racers, campers, and snowmobilers. 
But the gas shortage eased before such rationing measures reached serious consid-
eration by the Federal Energy Administration.

The OPEC embargo notwithstanding, recreational boaters consumed a total of 
2.2 billion gallons of fuel in 1973—an average of 330 gallons per boat—and 3.1 
billion gallons in 1976, for an average of 351 gallons per vessel that year. The 5.9 
million boat-owning households in the United States in 1973 grew to 7.6 million 
in the bicentennial year, comprising nearly 80 percent of all U.S. homes. About 
19.5 million persons actually operated a boat in 1973, while that number swelled 
to 30 million in 1976. Many households owned more than one boat. In 1976, 
nearly 1.4 million households owned two boats and 50,000 households owned 
five boats—two and a half times as many as had owned five boats just three 
years earlier. Using the best statistical sampling techniques at its disposal, USCG 
figured there had been 9.6 million numbered recreational boats of all types on 
continental U.S. waters in 1973, while in 1976 that number was estimated at 
12.8 million—an increase of about 3 million craft. In 1973, about half of them 
were single-outboard fiberglass vessels, which remained true in 1976.9

Boaters’ need for assistance rose along with boating’s popularity and also as the 
level of boater experience, defined as hours on the water, declined. New boaters, 
of course, had less experience, though as the Chargoffs’ episode in San Diego Bay 
showed, even knowledgeable skippers could wind up needing help at times. In 
1973, boaters reported a total of 780,000 situations in which they had required 
rescue or assistance, while three years later that number had climbed to 1.3 
million. About 65 percent of these incidents involved mechanical failures such as 
malfunctioning engines, propeller or shaft failure, steering problems, clogged fuel 
lines, running out of gas, dead batteries, and the like. Next in descending order of 
frequency were capsizing, running aground, flooding, a person falling overboard, 
and a fire and/or explosion aboard.10

For many years boating safety groups had encouraged boaters to take courses. 
The message was widely heard—93 percent of boaters reported hearing about 
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safety courses through television ads, newspaper ads, magazines, or posters and 
pamphlets. But the message was almost as widely ignored. In the mid-1970s, 
about 73 percent of boaters had never taken a single course.11 Clearly, the task 
ahead for safety educators was to find some way to bring life-saving, injuring-
preventing information to boaters’ attention by making it more attractive and 
convenient, by making it mandatory, or both.

In the 1970s, most safety experts still favored voluntary measures. As moti-
vational speaker Fred Chapin Marsh put it at a 1979 NSBC meeting in New 
Orleans, “How do we motivate the new or prospective boater to voluntarily 
subject himself to a fairly comprehensive educational program which will make 
him a responsible and knowledgeable boat operator?” Marsh suggested an appeal 
to boaters’ pride and self-esteem with a Master Boater certificate that would be 
bestowed on those completing a tough, but not excessively demanding, course 
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such as was offered already by USCG Auxiliary and USPS.12

Meanwhile, these organizations already were tailoring their offerings to the 
new boating public while trying to preserve the curriculum standards they had 
developed over many decades of experience. In 1973, USCG Auxiliary offered a 
trimmed-down, three-lesson course called “Basic Boating” and a thirteen-lesson 
course called “Sailing and Seamanship.” In both cases, the Auxiliary had pulled 
back from even more radically streamlined courses that had simply proven inad-
equate. Instructors had tried to cover the “Basic Boating” material in just one 
session, but this “Skippers Outboard Special,” or “SOS,” just couldn’t cover the 
necessary ground. They also had tried to do the thirteen-lesson sailing course in 
just seven sessions but experienced similar discouraging results. USCG Auxiliary 
actually removed the word “safety” entirely from its course titles in 1978 because 
it had found that the word “turned people away.” Boiling safety down to a few 
painless pointers would not be easy.

USPS tried television in 1971 and began broadcasting its courses as a series of 
ten shows on NBC stations in Los Angeles, Chicago, Washington, D.C., and 
Cleveland. At the conclusion of each program, the narrator suggested supple-
mental reading and gave a toll-free number by which viewers could call USPS 
for further course information. The next year, the Power Squadrons pared their 
traditional classroom curriculum to make it less time-consuming. But even the 
new USPS Boating Course required ten lessons. It seemed that the more experi-
enced the boating instructor, the deeper the appreciation of potential hazards on 
the water, and the more exacting the standards for education, even when watered 
down for wider consumption.

The attitude is easy to understand. Boating accidents are not everyday occur-
rences. People don’t expect to be in trouble when their every intention is focused 
on relaxing and having fun. But the question “What if?” will hound a scrupu-
lous safety instructor. “What if I leave out a lesson on celestial navigation and 
my student boater’s electronic system fails? What if we rush through the section 
on nautical charts or navigation aids and my student boater one day misjudges 
the time and finds himself lost near a rocky shore at twilight? Did we empha-
size enough the importance of keeping a lookout in the bow? Of ventilating the 
engine compartment before turning the starter switch? Of rehearsing crew over-
board procedures?” And on and on.

The Department of Transportation (DOT) shared such worries, and Admiral 
Chester R. Bender, USCG Commandant, alluded to their seriousness when he 
declared to a group of boating officials in the summer of 1971, “We are willing 
to give voluntary education one last chance” before considering operator licens-
ing as a way of getting boaters educated in safety. It was a turnaround position 
for USCG, which, along with NASBLA, had previously opposed licensing as an 
excessively complicated and inefficient means of addressing safety issues. Indeed, 
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even within USCG, there was open disagreement about the matter, with Rear 
Admiral John F. Thompson, former head of USCG’s Office of Boating Safety, 
declaring in 1975 that “Licensing would create a bureaucratic mishmash.”13

But from USCG’s new home in DOT, Bender had reached out to touch 
recreational boating’s third rail—operator licensing—and thus, as the influen-
tial Motor Boating & Sailing magazine noted, “The catsup really hit the propel-
ler shaft.”14 As an educational nonprofit, USPS officially took no position on 
the matter, though it feared that many boaters would, if forced with a manda-
tory education requirement, resort to a “quickie” course or an easy home-study 
program rather than sign up for its more thorough offerings. The Auxiliary, of 
course, kept a low profile when the Commandant stirred up incoming fire. But 
Motor Boating & Sailing engaged the old issue head-on with two carefully written 
articles, one in favor of and one opposed to boat operator licensing.

Fred Clark presented the “pro” argument, citing statistics about accidents, 
drownings, ignorance of the Rules of the Road, failure to wear life jackets or 
personal flotation devices (PFDs), and the widely assumed vast underreporting 
of small boat accidents. For all the efforts of USCG, the Auxiliary, USPS, and 
others, and with all the funding thrown into the cause of voluntary boater educa-
tion, it was clear that only a minority of the boating public was receiving any 
kind of safety training. Clearly, argued Clark, voluntarism had failed to reach 
the majority of boaters. Enough time had passed. Mandatory safety training was 
worth a try.

Clark had intended to argue for mandatory licensing, but instead of advocat-
ing for a revocable operator’s license, he confused the issue with compulsory boat-
ing safety education and pushed for that solution instead.15 Perhaps Clark turned 
the question of licensing into one of education to make the notion of “manda-
tory” more palatable to a resistant boating public. But Victor Jorgensen did the 
same thing in a follow-on article intended to discredit licensing. In the April 1973 
issue, he opened his “anti-licensing” argument by recounting a shocking scenario 
that had played out over a July 4th holiday on Oregon’s Lake Oswego, just south 
of Portland. Three teenage girls, two just fifteen years old and the other seven-
teen, had been cruising on the lake in a 120 hp inboard runabout when they 
spotted a couple of friends sunbathing on a float near the shoreline. They decided 
it would be fun to “buzz” them. The fifteen-year-old driver opened the throttle, 
sped past a red buoy into the cove where the float was moored, and angled into 
a tight turn, spraying water onto the sunbathers and rocking the float back and 

It was clear that only a minority of the boating 
public was receiving any kind of safety training. 
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forth in the boat’s wake.
As the girls sped back toward the open lake, they felt a slight bump under the 

hull. The driver cut back the throttle as she realized the boat had hit something 
in the water. That something turned out to be fifty-eight-year-old insurance 
agent David Goodell, an avid swimmer who had lived on the lake for twenty-
four years. When the boat’s propeller blades struck him, he was properly within 
a line of red buoys that marked a special swimming area. Several persons who 
witnessed the accident dove into the water to help, but when they maneuvered 
Goodell to the nearest float and pulled him out of the water he was already dead. 
The teenage operator was charged with reckless operation and placed on three 
years’ probation. “On top of that,” wrote Jorgensen, “her boat operator’s license 
was revoked for the same period.”16

But Oregon did not have, and has never had, boat operator licensing. The 
state did not introduce mandatory education until 1999, and then phased it in 
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over a period of ten years. Lake Oswego, however, as Jorgensen pointed out, did 
maintain a private program of boat registration and operator licensing that was 
imposed by the Lake Oswego Corporation in 1955 to try to control the high 
rate of traffic on the water. The Lake Oswego Corporation’s boat operator permit 
required successful passing of a simple written test, not unlike that required for 
an automobile license. As Jorgensen observed, “No one claims that the test will 
reveal any deep understanding of either marine law or, for that matter, proper 
boat operation, but it does indicate that the applicant has studied the rules and 
regulations and retained enough of them at least long enough to pass the quiz.”17

The original licensing process also required a successful on-water demonstra-
tion of boat handling skill, although that component was abandoned after the 
first year as being inconclusive as well as too difficult to judge. According to 
Jorgensen, old-timers on the lake recalled it as being little more than a test of 
one’s ability to start the engine, steer in a straight line, turn around, and return to 
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the dock.
When Oregon established its State Marine Board in 1959, the Lake Oswego 

Corporation received authorization to continue with its much stricter rules, 
including a “look-the-other-way” allowance of the corporation’s private system of 
operator licensing. The license was not a legal document, but it was accepted as 
a virtual proxy by lake residents and users. It was these rules and requirements, 
then, that were in place when the teenage boater struck and killed the swimmer. 
Jorgensen’s argument was therefore a powerful one: the strictest rules that could 
be found anywhere in the country, including a written test and an operator’s 
permit, did not guarantee safety but provided only the illusion of it—a convinc-
ing restatement of the old adage “You can’t legislate common sense.” Jorgensen’s 
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case against licensing actually was a much better brief for making it more diffi-
cult for teenagers to drive boats, or at least for imposing a more stringent system 
of mandatory education, than it was an argument against operator permits. In 
that sense, both he and Clark agreed. The confusion between mandatory educa-
tion and mandatory licensing had allowed each man, in effect, to reach similar 
conclusions from apparently opposite starting points.

Mandatory education and operator licensing were often combined, as if they 
meant the same thing, but they were indeed separate issues. An educational 
experience, unlike an operator’s permit, could not be taken away or suspended, 
and in that sense mandatory training imposed something on the boater without 
giving the state the ultimate power to keep him out of the water. But if that train-
ing were required, and a boater could not prove to the authorities that he or she 
had completed it, then the boater could be cited for a violation. Assuming that 
the boater did not mind paying fine after fine and that the law allowed such a 
scenario to play out, there was nothing to prevent the boater from launching as 
often as he or she liked without an education certificate. But in actuality, boat-
ers would feel—and this was the intent of those advocating mandatory educa-
tion—that they must have their laminated education certificate or card on them 
in order to be fully “legal” on the water.

Jorgensen’s on-site observations at Lake Oswego gave him an additional insight 
into boater behavior that jibed with automobile drivers’ experience: boaters 
tended to drive more responsibly when under the active surveillance of marine 
police or when they thought that the police might be nearby. “Heavy patrolling,” 
he said, “was the single element that did the most good in maintaining sense on 
the water.”18 Despite his philosophical position on the futility of bureaucratic 
fixes, Jorgensen could not help but note how effective governmental interven-
tion could be at times. Indeed, he astutely captured a facet of marine law enforce-
ment that officers in USCG as well as in the states had known and practiced for 
years—that is, a positive and helpful approach to boaters, backed by the threat of 
enforcement, often accomplished more than a heavy-handed or punitive posture.

The Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971 had intended states to take a broader, 
programmatic approach to boating safety education than the episodic, if often 
very useful, one-on-one opportunities that usually presented themselves to law 
enforcement officers. New federal funding allowed states to hire persons not just 
for enforcement but specifically to carry out the safety education mandate. These 
educators often arrived in their respective state capitals with what amounted to 
a nearly blank slate on which to construct education programs and with only 
a general idea of how their counterparts in other states were approaching the 
subject. To be sure, USCG Auxiliary, USPS, and other organizations had been 
teaching the subject in classroom settings for decades. But FBSA ’71 called for 
states to develop and launch their own programs with the intention of reaching 
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even more recreational boaters.
State boating safety educators like Virgil Chambers in Pennsylvania, Dave 

Street in Maryland, Marty Law in Oregon, Pam Dillon in Ohio, and Tim 
Smalley in Minnesota did not necessarily invent their respective states’ education 
programs—boating law administrators who preceded them, like Kim Elverum 
in Minnesota, often had broken that ground—but they and others developed 
them in greater detail and sophistication, using new materials and new media 
to bring the safety message to boaters. In order to do that more effectively, they 
first began talking to each other, meeting at NASBLA and NSBC conferences 
to share common problems and interests. In doing so, they moved by small steps 
through the 1980s toward a common sense of identity and purpose, and in 1987 
they formed the Boating Education Advisory Panel as a component of NASBLA 
to help achieve their shared aims.

Even more expressive of state-level educators’ common purpose was their 
effort to establish reasonable national standards in order to help boating safety 
educators in all states ensure they were covering the important topics, such as 
PFDs, fire extinguishers, alcohol use, and cold water immersion, with sufficient 

USCG BOSDET (boating safety detachment) van and patrol boat.  
BOSDET teams provided initial training to many state programs after 
the 1971 Federal Safe Boating Act.
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thoroughness. Here, though, the trend toward “national” as well as the command 
connotation of “standards” touched some of recreational boating’s most sensi-
tive nerves. States jealously guarded their prerogative to tailor education to local 
needs, whether they dealt with manatees in Florida or hypothermia risks in 
Minnesota. Even language proved a barrier to setting national standards. “What 
we call a runabout may be called something different out west or down south,” 
said Minnesota’s Tim Smalley, “and we don’t use the term ‘vessel’ at all. No one 
says, ‘Hey Mom and Dad, let’s go for a ride on the vessel.”19 

Developing national education standards was as much a process as it was any 
final set of rules. It took time and involved many compromises along the way. In 
the meantime, forces such as federal funding requirements and even the market-
place kept a steady forward pressure on the process. Outdoor Empire, publisher 
of hunter-oriented safety education materials, began filling the same need for 
recreational boaters in the 1970s and 1980s, when states had not yet crafted and 
agreed on a common set of standards for boater safety education and still lacked 
the resources for large-scale writing and publishing projects. However, Outdoor 
Empire was not interested in printing fifty different editions of safety books and 
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pressed states for unanimity in what should be taught and in what detail. The 
goal was economic efficiency, not national consensus as such; nevertheless, Ohio’s 
Pam Dillon recalled about that era, “They got us to talk about the standards.”20 
The NASBLA Education Committee debated on an almost annual basis whether 
the “standards” would be “guidelines” or “standards” and basically was just an 
outline of essential elements to be included in the course.

The national standards matter was complicated by constant changes in recre-
ational boating that included technological developments as well as lifestyle 
changes. While some boaters took to the thrill of motorized “jet skis,” or personal 
watercraft (PWCs), others in the 1970s and 1980s discovered the quieter plea-
sures of canoeing and kayaking. Just as important, they also discovered the risks 
of that traditional form of water recreation. In Pennsylvania, Virgil Chambers 
drew their attention to the fatal hazards posed by low-head dams. In Ohio, 
Pam Dillon, Jim French, and Emily King created the first professional river 
rescue course and offered it to firefighters and other first responders. And at the 
American Red Cross, Bob Burnside used USCG grant funds and NSBC support 
to produce three award-winning boating safety films—Whitewater Primer, 
Uncalculated Risk, and Margin for Error—that are still being used.

Ohio Department of Natural Resources State Watercraft Officer Steve Hathaway 
completing a boater safety inspection in early 1980s.
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Among the social changes at the time was the increased visibility of women 
in places and in activities traditionally occupied by men—places such as at the 
wheel or tiller of a boat. At the very least, stereotypes that cast women as incom-
petents aboard ship undercut the goal of safety, for if a (male) skipper were to 
become disabled or injured, or were to fall overboard while under way, would any 
remaining crew member know how to handle the vessel? Though they remained 
a minority among skippers, women were increasingly taking the helm on U.S. 
waters.

A comprehensive USCG survey published in the late 1970s revealed that 
women boaters comprised about 30 percent of all boaters in the continental 
United States in 1976—an increase of 5 percent since 1973. With the passage of 
the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the later enforcement of Title VII of that act 
guaranteeing rights for women, and with additional legislation such as the Equal 
Credit Opportunity Act of 1974, women were gaining greater social and political 
support for independent decision-making. As men and women together looked 
anew at some of the assumptions influencing their relations in the past, more 

From left, Rear Admiral Al Breed with Elizabeth Dole, U.S. Secretary of 
Transportation from 1983 to 1987, who presents the Safe Boating Week 
Proclamation to National Boating Safety Advisory Chair Newell “Boats” Garden.
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people of both sexes chose to throw the old ways overboard. “What is a flaky 
lady?” asked boatwoman Karen Lipe in 1974. “She is a lady who simply goes 
along for the ride because she can’t do much on her own and is forever dependent 
on the male species for protection and entertainment. At sea she usually adds 
color, maybe beauty, to the scene, but not much else.”

Lipe, who had been sailing since she was seven years old and now sailed with 
her husband, encouraged women to overcome their fears, learn the skills needed 
to become confident in boat handling and navigation, and enjoy the resulting 
pride and self-worth. Rather than undermining a marriage, a woman’s compe-
tence and independence would strengthen it. “My husband trusts me to take the 
helm in tight situations,” she said. “We both enjoy the responsibility of our boat 
and the constant chain of interesting discussion and activity. As an equal to him, 
I don’t find myself in petty jealousy or selfish possessiveness.”21

Skipper Nancy R. Dean agreed, claiming that “it’s long overdue for society to 
disregard that silly notion of the female’s ineptitude in technical matters.” Men 
did not necessarily enjoy the straightjacket of their role, either, which was to be 
unfailingly fearless, composed, strong, and eternally in control. Dean spread the 
blame between men, women, and society at large for portraying women as befud-
dled, incapable, and preoccupied with trivialities like picnic baskets and toenail 
polish. “The hairdo disappears as fast as the squall comes,” she reminded women 
boaters. “Then, just like the men and the boys, women become separated from 
little girls. In a crisis, can you contribute your calm? Your know-how? Yes, even 
your muscles?” If for no other reason than safety, women needed to be able to 
take command.22

Nancy Richardson of the Girl Scouts and the American Sail Training 
Association reported to NSBC members in 1979 that hands-on sailing experi-
ence built character and confidence in girls who had sailed out of Seattle aboard 
the tall ship Adventuress the previous summer. With similar motives, physician 
Paul Dale passed the milestone of his fortieth birthday and decided it was now or 
never to take his family to sea on a long-term bonding voyage. In the late 1960s, 
he reflected, families had almost no occasion to work together. Father went off 
to work in some distant office, “leaving mothers to raise sons with insufficient 
fatherly support.” The generation gap was widening under the influence of rock 
music and the youth culture. “While flower children go to pot, the new disease 
of alienation drives elite collegians into private exile.” Small boat cruising, Dr. 
Dale concluded, provided the kind of cooperative, tight-knit, challenging experi-
ence that unified families and therefore helped individuals to keep their lives on 
course.

With such aims in mind, Dr. Dale, his wife, and their five children—three 
boys and two girls ranging in age from four to fourteen—spent a year cruis-
ing on their 35-foot sailing auxiliary Balek in Maine, Florida, and the Bahamas. 
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“The girls,” said Dale, “discovered that their mother was as strong as the boys 
and more capable than any of us in the underwater work of freeing up propel-
lers fouled in lobster pot warp, or anchors fouled in chains on the harbor bottom. 
From experiences such as this, new ideas entered the girls’ heads on what women 
could do.”23

While recreational boating was providing Americans a means to forge new 
kinds of identities and relationships with one another, the grant money provided 
by USCG under the authority of FBSA ’71 was forging new relationships in the 
growing boating safety community. The incentive of federal aid was working to 
pull the states together toward meeting safety goals. By 1976, fifty-one of fifty 
states, the District of Columbia and four territories eligible for federal grants had 
brought their various boat registration, education, and enforcement programs 
into compliance with federal laws and regulations, without surrendering control 
over matters of local importance.24

States used the funding to purchase training materials and physical equipment 
such as boats and trailers for their marine patrol officers. USCG also provided 
training for state marine enforcement officers; worked with NASBLA to develop 
safety education program standards; tested boats and boating equipment; and 
visited boat manufacturing facilities to spot potential design and construc-
tion flaws before they moved off the production line and into an expensive 
vessel recall situation. FBSA ’71 empowered USCG to oversee and inspect boat 
construction and to recall defective boats. If recall proved necessary, manufactur-
ers could avoid stiff penalties by informing USCG of a defect prior to its discov-
ery by government inspectors. As of October 1976, USCG had conducted a total 
of 342 recall campaigns. Nearly half of that total, which affected about 370,000 
boats, had been triggered by the manufacturers themselves.25

Setting standards for building safe boats was an early and urgent priority for 
safety advocates. The first measures had come from industry in 1950, when 
the Outboard Boating Club of America (OBC) put together a basic standards 
manual. Private groups like OBC, the National Fire Protection Association, the 
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Society of Automotive Engineers, and the Underwriters Laboratories moved to 
address issues that were not yet covered by boating safety laws. These organiza-
tions evolved as recreational boating expanded. The Chicago-based OBC, the 
National Association of Engine and Boat Manufacturers (NAEBM), and the 
Boating Industry Association eventually joined forces as the National Marine 
Manufacturers Association (NMMA). The Yacht Safety Bureau, founded in 
1954, later became Underwriters Laboratories Marine Section.

The proliferation of manufacturing operations prompted private groups and 
USCG to seek consistency and efficiency not only in their own organizations but 
also in boat construction, and at a 1954 meeting in New York they established 
the American Boat and Yacht Council (ABYC). Working with USCG, by 1969 
ABYC had become the nation’s premier standards-setting body for recreational 
boat building. Its initial, simple list of nine standards in 1954 was expanding 
rapidly, adding pages to an ever-thickening volume.

A 1976 report by the General Accounting Office (GAO) noted that, under 
the federal matching grant program, state funding of boating safety programs 
had increased from about $21 million in fiscal 1973 to $33 million in 1975.26 
The amount of funds spent was one measure of activity, but not necessarily a 
persuasive means of tracking effectiveness. The annual boating accident fatality 
rate continued to be a major means of gauging progress, for it was widely agreed 
that as few as 5 percent to 10 percent of all non-fatal, reportable accidents actu-
ally were reported. According to USCG regulations, a reportable accident was 
one “which involves a fatality, an injury in which an individual loses conscious-
ness, requires medical treatment, and/or is incapacitated for at least 24 hours; or, 
property damage of at least one hundred dollars.”27 Boaters involved in such acci-
dents were supposed to fill out a Boating Accident Report form and file it with 
their local enforcement authority which would, in turn, forward it to USCG for 
tabulation.

However, boater compliance with this requirement was consistently and notori-
ously slack. As late as 1989, USCG’s Captain Bill Griswold told NSBC members 
at a meeting in San Diego that the accident reporting system was “abysmal.”28 
Absent accurate statistics, USCG and the boating safety community in general 
were hard pressed to justify appropriations for many of their programs, includ-
ing the USCG’s efforts to refine its contributions in the boat engineering stan-
dards area. Because a boating fatality virtually assured that the incident would be 
reported, though, the annual fatality rate served as a reliable tool for measuring 
program effectiveness.

Fortunately for boating safety professionals, that rate had trended impressively 
downward since passage of FBSA ’71. During 1975, with 1,466 deaths in 6,308 
accidents, it had fallen 15 percent beneath the average rate for the three years 
prior to passage of the 1971 law, allowing safety advocates at least one sure claim 
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that the act and all that it had brought to fruition was making a difference. Al 
Marmo, a leading safety official with USCG, credited the 1971 act with bring-
ing together the states, USCG, boating organizations, and the boating industry 
to make safer boats, better personal flotation devices, or PFDs, and more acces-
sible courses. “That’s why the fatalities have gone down,” he told a Los Angeles 
Times reporter in 1989. The fatality rate prior to passage of the 1971 act had been 
constant at about 20 per 100,000 boats, but in every year after the act the rate 
had steadily declined. In 1972 it had dropped to 17 deaths per 100,000 boats, 
then to 10 deaths in 1976, “and [it] has been dropping ever since.”29

Congress extended USCG’s state grant program, set to expire in 1976, to 1978 
in order to allow the USCG time to examine its effectiveness more completely. 
USCG and other parties also needed more time to establish programs that were 
not quite fully functional. State marine officers, for example, needed more train-
ing in the highly specialized area of accident investigation, and a few USCG 
districts had yet to start their factory inspection programs. No district met all of 
the standards of the inspection and site visit program, reported the GAO, citing 
USCG’s limited funding and lack of personnel as key obstacles.30

But these were more or less chronic problems for the nation’s “fifth service,” 
which always had been asked to do more with less. Admiral Paul A. Yost, Jr., 
spoke for many previous commandants when he bemoaned USCG’s budget woes 
in the 1980s. “It’s like being in the ring with Joe Louis every year. I know I’m 
going to get hurt. I just don’t know how much.”31 For boating safety in general, 
the prominence of USCG’s Office of Boating Safety and the service’s crucial role 
in distributing grants had been most helpful. A more active, robust involvement 
by USCG would have helped move things along even faster. But as the 1970s 
came to a close, a greater concern was the anticipated expiration of the funds 
authorized under FBSA ’71, for this support had been essential in uniting boat-
ing safety interests in a common cause. 

The solution to the funding problem and, indeed, to the future support of boat-
ing safety had been there for years, relatively unnoticed: the federal tax on marine 
fuel. During the Bonner Committee hearings back in 1956, Ralph Klieforth of 
NAEBM had called Congress’s attention to the federal gasoline tax, instituted 
in 1932. The revenues from this tax were not earmarked for highways but went 
into the government’s general fund and were, as a practical matter, usually used 
for highway construction and maintenance. Aware that earmarking tax revenues 
for specific purposes was out of favor at the time on the Hill, Klieforth disavowed 
any interest in earmarking, for boating purposes, the gas tax paid by motor boat-
ers. However, on behalf of tax-paying boaters, he complained that “We are unable 
to find any remote connection between what they have paid into the Treasury 
and what direct benefits they have received in return.”32 Klieforth offered that the 
estimated $10 million in federal boat gas taxes collected in 1955 would be more 
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justly allocated to USCG’s recreational boating-related missions.
 Collected at the refinery, not the pump, and based on calculated estimates of 

how much fuel boaters use, the federal marine fuel tax of 4 cents per gallon in the 
1970s had been funneled away from the general fund and into the federal Land 
and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), which was administered by the Interior 
Department to support local, state, and national parks and recreation areas. 
In the late 1970s, the amount totaled about $30 million annually, a very small 
portion of the LWCF’s nearly $900 million annually. Of that $30 million, only a 
tiny fraction was spent on boating or boating facilities. Ron Stone and Bill Gray, 
of the National Boating Federation, a “watchdog” alliance of boating and yacht-
ing organizations founded in 1966, and Wisconsin boating law administrator 
and NASBLA official Dale Morey were among those who organized an advance 
on Congress in 1978 to remedy a long-standing funding imbalance.

In Rep. Mario Biaggi, chairman of the House Coast Guard and Navigation 
Subcommittee, and his aide, Larry Mallon, they found a receptive audience. A 
colorful figure, the sixty-one-year-old Biaggi was a retired New York City police 
lieutenant who had earned a law degree in 1963, having been granted a dispen-
sation from the usual law school admissions requirement of an undergraduate 
degree. Biaggi ran for Congress in 1968 and was reelected continuously by Bronx, 
Queens, and Yonkers voters until retiring in 1988. By 1978, he had become an 
influential legislator who counted many boaters among his constituents.

Late in 1978, Rep. Biaggi introduced a boat fuel tax-based funding bill that 
safety advocates hoped would be their next lifeline, but Congress adjourned 
before taking action. Next year he reintroduced it as the “Recreational Boating 
Safety and Facilities Improvement Act of 1979.” It provided $20 million a year 
in federal matching funds for state boating facilities such as harbors, launch 
ramps, and marinas and $10 million to support state boating safety education 
and marine law enforcement. But supporters of the Biaggi Bill, as it came to be 
known, were swimming against some very strong currents. Not only had the 
Carter administration omitted federal boating safety grants from its fiscal year 
1980 budget, but the Iranian hostage crisis, another OPEC price hike, the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, and double-digit inflation put Congress in an 
ungenerous mood. 

 To ease legislators’ worries about the Biaggi Bill, supporters reminded 
Congress that the proposed legislation would add no new taxes but simply direct 
already existing revenues from one destination to a more appropriate one. “The 
real beauty of this proposed solution,” Richard Schwartz explained in his testi-
mony before Biaggi’s subcommittee, “is that it will do the job without calling 
for any additional appropriations from the federal government or increasing 
the taxpayers’ burden by a single cent.” Schwartz also pointed out that “this bill 
would provide a rare opportunity for millions of citizens to observe the money 
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taxed directly from their activity being invested by the government to improve 
the conditions involved in that activity.”33

Once again, though, advocates were unable to call upon hard statistical data 
to back up their otherwise persuasive pleas. Not only were official Boating 
Accident Reports grossly underutilized by boaters, but those reports that were 
filled out were completed by the boaters themselves, not by official investigators. 
Dale Morey cited the example of a physician in a large boat on Wisconsin’s Lake 
Mendota who had run over two young people who were fishing from a smaller, 
anchored boat. The youngsters saw the big craft coming and jumped off their 
boat into the water before the doctor plowed through the center of their skiff. In 
the accident report form, the skipper wrote his opinion of the cause of the acci-
dent: “It was clearly the fault of the other party because they made no attempt to 
get out of my way.”34

Despite the weakness of statistical support generally for its case, the boating 
safety community in 1980 was able to interpret one major indicator—the annual 
boating accident fatality rate—to its advantage as it worked to garner support 
for the Biaggi Bill. Just as the government’s budget overseers stretched USCG’s 
Recreational Boating Safety grants out on the chopping block, the annual fatality 
rate spiked slightly upwards in 1979, from 9.8 to 10.1 deaths per 100,000 boats, 
reversing a prior, steady downward trend. Safety advocates had credited their 
programs with the fatality rate’s decline, and now they pointed to the proposed 
elimination of funding as responsible for the unexpected increase in deaths on 
the water that year.35 Anticipating reduced federal support, local officials had 
presumably prepared for leaner times by trimming staff and resources in advance.

In truth, the small rise in fatalities may simply have been a fluke and not caus-
ally related to funding cutbacks that had not yet actually occurred. But USCG’s 
Office of Boating Safety, which collected the statistics, NASBLA, BoatU.S., 
NSBC, and various industry representatives were alarmed by the prospect of 
losing ground in their safety efforts, and they made full use of the correlation 
between the increase in boating deaths and proposals to reduce safety funding. In 
addition, they stressed the basic sense of fairness to taxpaying boaters that under-
lay the Biaggi Bill.

The boating safety community proved a force 
to be reckoned with on Capitol Hill. BoatU.S. 
was especially astute in mustering constituent 
support that it could then flex in a show of 
strength to legislators.
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The boating safety community proved a force to be reckoned with on Capitol 
Hill. BoatU.S. was especially astute in mustering constituent support that it 
could then flex in a show of strength to legislators. In 1979, for instance, it issued 
a survey of boaters’ needs to its membership, 8,500 of whom replied that they 
regarded inadequate and poorly maintained marine facilities as the most serious 
problem they faced on the water. Shortage of parking spaces, pump-out stations, 
access roads, boat storage areas, and long waits at launching ramps were high-
est on the list of boaters’ complaints. Encounters with inexperienced or poorly 
educated (in boat handling and safety) boaters also ranked highly and under-
scored the need to expand and improve safety courses. A large majority of those 
answering the BoatU.S. survey (78 percent) were highly experienced boaters—
and voters—who had completed a USPS or USCG Auxiliary course.

The boating safety community’s unified front remained its strongest suit 
before lawmakers and resulted from innumerable formal and informal exchanges 
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through which individuals forged alliances. Dale Morey, for instance, saw in the 
Biaggi Bill a source of support for state education and enforcement programs, 
while Ron Stone saw a source of funds for building the marinas, launching 
ramps, moorings, and other facilities that boat buyers needed if they were to 
enjoy this form of recreation—and that industry needed if it were to continue to 
sell boats. “Ninety-eight percent of the boats today are small trailerables under 
16 feet long,” Stone told a reporter, “and they need launching ramps.”36 So 
Stone and Morey sat down one evening at Morey’s dining room table in Black 
Earth, Wisconsin, to hammer out their differences. They then offered their solu-
tion to Representative Biaggi and his staff, who were crafting legislation back in 
Washington. “I’m kind of proud of that,” Morey allowed when he recalled the 
event many years later.37

In December 1979, the House passed the Biaggi Bill, and Senator Thomas 
Eagleton of Missouri took it up in the Senate. On September 9, 1980, NSBC 
and its twenty-nine national, nonprofit member organizations adopted a resolu-
tion urging passage of the Biaggi-Eagleton legislation. Senator Bob Packwood 
of Oregon made sure the Senate took action on the bill before adjourning, and 
in October the 96th Congress sent the Recreational Boating Safety and Facilities 
Improvement Act of 1980 to the White House, where President Carter signed 
it into law. The boating community was both relieved and elated at this new 
expression of support. Richard Schwartz called it boating’s “greatest legislative 
achievement” since the landmark 1971 Federal Boat Safety Act.

The elation, however, was short-lived when boaters learned that the Carter 
administration’s Office of Management and Budget (OMB) had blocked the 
appropriation of funds for USCG to disperse. Many people did not understand 
that a law could only authorize funds but could not actually deliver the dollars. 
Making sure that authorized funds were in fact appropriated was an execu-
tive department decision, and in the tight-fisted, energy-conscious atmosphere 
then prevailing in Washington, the Biaggi Act, launched in a spirit of victory, 
promptly ran aground. Though the law called for no new taxes and made a more 
equitable use of existing revenues, the OMB would not budge. Boaters could 
only hope that the incoming Reagan administration, with fellow boater George 
H. W. Bush as vice president, would see things differently.

They were disappointed. The Reagan team came to Washington with budget 
knives unsheathed, determined to reduce the size of government as much as 
possible—the Department of Defense excepted. Adding insult to injury, the 
new administration proposed “user fees” on boaters that would, ostensibly, 
help pay for services such as aids to navigation, vessel assists, and various train-
ing programs provided by USCG. BoatU.S., however, suspected that any fees 
collected from boaters would go instead into general revenues where USCG 
would have to compete for them with other government agencies.38
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Meanwhile, USCG pondered new responsibilities related to enforcement of 
anti-pollution laws and a recent extension of the international fishing boundary 
from 12 to 200 miles offshore. It also faced an unexpected and startling chal-
lenge from the Reagan administration, whose OMB was considering proposals 
to eliminate USCG altogether from the military and make it a civilian agency—
presumably as part of a wider notion to outsource and privatize activities previ-
ously conducted by the government. Commandant John Hayes, who as the Chief 
of the Planning and Evaluation Staff in the USGC’s Office of Boating Safety a 
decade earlier had been intimately involved in passing the FBSA of 1971, now 
was forced to defend the core rationale of his service while at the same time trim-
ming USCG’s role in small boat safety. He later reflected, “Basically the Reagan 
administration did not really know or understand USCG. They viewed USCG 
based on a casual understanding of its missions and contributions as represented 
by its well-kept, manicured stations along the coast. They didn’t see or realize 
anything more.”39
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Hayes’s successor as Commandant, Admiral James S. Gracey, echoed these 
views. “The Office of Management and Budget in the early days of the Reagan 
administration,” he recalled, “was truly and openly out to do away with the Coast 
Guard, literally. There was no question about that. They thought the private 
sector could take care of our various missions.” Despite good personal relations 
with Vice President Bush, Coast Guard leaders could not turn the OMB—and 
in some cases, leading officials in their own Department of Transportation—
from such views.40

For ten years, USCG had helped states build up their vessel registration and 
boater education programs and had helped train enforcement officers. Now 
facing overextension, USCG turned over many of its hands-on safety functions 
to the states. The service reduced its Boating Safety Detachments, or BOSDETS, 
in 1980, eliminating them altogether over the next few years, and cut back 
the number of personnel involved in recreational boating safety by 66 percent 
between 1980 and 1982. From now on, USCG’s recreational boating safety 
mission would be one of coordination and training rather than on-the-water 
enforcement and assistance.41

That large corps of civilian volunteers, USCG Auxiliary, was dismayed to 
discover that now it too would be barred from ordinary vessel assist activities 
and would not be allowed to fill the breach left by the parent service’s pull-back. 
Commercial towers had found a sympathetic ear in the new administration, and 
the Auxiliary was ordered to defer to these private, for-profit operators rather 
than intervene, as they had done for many decades, to help boaters who had run 
aground, run out of gas, or experienced any number of other minor mishaps 
that required a tow back to harbor. Moreover, Auxiliarists were going to have to 
undergo a new and complicated training regimen as a bulwark against lawsuits, 
then proliferating in every area of American life, that might result from their 
interventions on the water.

Historian John Tilley captured the tone of the early 1980s. “The private sector,” 
he wrote, “was calling on the Auxiliary to get out of the search-and-rescue busi-
ness, the [Coast Guard] Inspector General’s office was advising the Coast Guard 
to make more use of the Auxiliary in SAR [search and rescue] cases, Congress 
was looking for ways to trim the budget, the administration was reassigning 
Coast Guard regulars from boating safety to law enforcement [drug interdic-
tion, mainly]—and Auxiliarists, confronting increasing numbers of hostile boat 
owners and a training manual that looked like a metropolitan phone book, were 
continuing to drop out of the organization faster than new enthusiasts were 
joining it.” USCG Auxiliary ranks had numbered 45,111 in 1976, but by 1986 
membership had dropped below 32,000.42

While boating safety advocates wrestled with officials and lawmakers in 
Washington over release of the Biaggi funds—in 1983 Richard Schwartz referred 
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to that task as “seemingly interminable”—and USCG’s coordination and train-
ing activities carried on from year to year with temporary funding (in 1983, for 
the first time, a small portion of the boat fuel tax was finally released), boat-
ing safety as a larger mission continued to grow in scope and reach.43 In 1982 a 
new USCG regulation required manufacturers to install “start-in-neutral-only” 
switches on engines over 6 hp. This measure, already in place for automobiles, 
would help prevent what amounted to an average of fifteen deaths a year—no 
one knew how many injuries—that occurred when an operator, starting an 
engine in gear, was thrown overboard as the craft suddenly lurched forward. 
USCG also approved hand-held flares for use as VDS, or visual distress signal-
ing, devices. These had previously been denied approval because of their fire 
hazard, but new, safer flares had since come on line and were available for boaters’ 
purchase in early 1981.

In the summer of 1981, BoatU.S. announced the formation of a nonprofit 
organization, the BoatU.S. Foundation for Boating Safety. With Jim Ellis as 
director, the foundation was funded from BoatU.S. members’ contributions and 
would “specialize in research and educational projects of practical benefit to recre-
ational boating.” Within two years the BoatU.S. Foundation had established a 
toll-free number that the public could call to find out the location of all nearby 
boating safety courses. Previously, interested boaters would have to call each 
agency separately to learn this information and may have missed many avail-
able resources simply because they did not know about them. Now a single, free 
phone call would help them find the boating course most convenient for them. 
The BoatU.S. Foundation also teamed up with NMMA to create a series of boat 
handling workshops to be conducted at winter boat shows around the country.

In 1983, the National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) broached one of 
recreational boating’s touchier issues when it released a study suggesting that 
as many as two-thirds of boating fatalities might be alcohol-related. Thirty-five 
states had no legal definition of intoxication on the waterways, and few had an 
implied consent law that would allow enforcement officers to administer blood 
alcohol level tests to operators suspected of “boating under the influence,” or 
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BUI. California, Maryland, Michigan, Arizona, Minnesota, and South Dakota 
had taken measures to update their approach to BUI, but the majority of the 
states had made few changes in their laws. As BoatU.S. pointed out, even the best 
boating safety courses failed to include material on alcohol intoxication and its 
special dangers for passengers as well as skippers.

Getting boaters to wear PFDs still occupied the top place on most boating 
safety advocates’ list of priorities, mostly because PFDs encapsulated one of the 
field’s most vexing puzzles. On the one hand, simply wearing a PFD would elimi-
nate the majority of boating fatalities. All one had to do was simply put it on. On 
the other hand, hardly anyone ever did. PFDs were hot, uncomfortable, cumber-
some, and about as fashionable as mittens at a beach picnic. But what could 
safety officials and instructors do? As early as 1954, USCG had recognized the 
desirability of promoting more comfortable, wearable life jackets and considered 
approving buoyant vests as meeting its “carriage requirement” for recreational 
motorboats—the requirement that an approved lifesaving device be carried for 
each passenger aboard.44 Similar vests were well suited for use by water skiers, 
whose needs for free range of motion and for protection on impact with the 
water were ill-served by the typical life jacket. Industry responded with a variety 
of what USCG termed “special purpose water safety buoyant devices.” USCG 
encouraged their use while at the same time withholding full “approval,” a desig-
nation reserved for devices that met very strict standards.

USCG standards required that an approved life jacket be able to maintain an 
unconscious person of more-than-average weight in a mostly vertical position, 
turn that person over on his back so that his mouth and nose would be safely 
above the surface of the water for easy breathing, and allow reasonable freedom of 
movement. The jacket also would demonstrate numerous physical qualities such 
as durability, water resistance, reliability even if ripped or damaged, and ease in 
donning quickly, even in the dark. What were termed “Type I” jackets would do 
all these things in rough seas on the open ocean and were considered the safest 
devices. However, USCG recognized that most recreational boaters would not 
end up in storm-tossed oceans and would also be unlikely to wear the bulky Type 
I devices, so it approved a lighter “Type II” jacket, the now-familiar “orange horse 

Type II devices substantially met Type I 
requirements while offering slightly less buoyancy 
and would prove—or so it was hoped—
more wearable by boaters.  
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collar” design, for use on near-shore and inland waters such as lakes and rivers. 
Type II devices substantially met Type I requirements while offering slightly 

less buoyancy and would prove—or so it was hoped—more wearable by boaters. 
After vigorous effort in the early 1970s by entrepreneurs such as Maurice O’Link, 
a chemical engineer and executive with the Stearns Manufacturing Corporation, 
USCG created a “Type III” approval designation for buoyant vests that could be 
worn by active swimmers engaged in certain water-based activities such as water 
skiing and not for more general use as “life-saving” purposes. A vest, for instance, 
would not turn an unconscious person face-up and keep their airway free of the 
water. The idea was to use new plastics and foams to offer protection that boaters 
and water skiers would more likely use in actual accident and rescue conditions, 
rather than force them into “one-size-fits-all” protection that had been designed 
for the worst possible accident scenarios far offshore.

Rounding out the array of PFDs were the throwable floats such as cushions 
and life rings that comprised “Type IV” devices. This proliferation of offerings 
with different purposes helped create a new term, “personal flotation device,” or 
PFD, that mostly replaced “life preserver” and “life jacket.” Over time, safety 
experts observed that most boaters complied with USCG carriage requirements 
(although it is the number one safety violation for equipment carriage), and 
water skiers mostly accepted the desirability of wearing protective buoyant vests. 
However, an overwhelming majority of recreational boaters flatly rejected wear-
ing Type II PFDs. 

 In 1969, the National Planning Association had submitted to USCG a fore-
casting report on recreational boating that included a suggestion for a more prag-
matic approach to PFD standards. “The actual wearing of a flotation device of 
any type,” said the report, “even if it were nothing more than a belt similar to 
those used by water skiers, would be worth considering. The accident data on 
drownings indicates that standard requirements for life-saving devices might 
achieve better results if set at minimum acceptable standards which would 
encourage wearing the life-saving device, rather than getting standards to meet 
maximum safety needs under the most adverse conditions.”45 

Rear Admiral Joseph J. McClelland, Chief of USCG Office of Boating Safety, 
agreed with the aims of this approach and hoped to promote PFD wear “by 
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providing the boatman with a device which he will want to wear.”46 However, 
industry representatives complained that strict USCG approval standards contin-
ued to constrain rather than encourage PFD innovation. Designers strove to meet 
the service’s Olympian performance requirements while trying to overcome boat-
ers’ apparent resistance to wearing any PFD at all. 

Devices that were completely inflatable promised the greatest degree of comfort 
and wearability because they could be worn in a “collapsed” state, while PFDs 
constructed entirely of inherently buoyant materials most handily met USCG 
standards. A device that would meet both the stringent requirements of the 
authorities and the equally severe demands by recreational boaters for comfort 
and fashion became the Holy Grail for PFD developers. Meanwhile, most boat-
ers seemed to agree with USCG’s unintentional message that no PFD at all was 
better than one that fell short of perfection. NSBC tried catchy promotional 
themes such as “PFD—Your Friend for Life,” but most boaters continued to toss 
their orange, horse-collar “friends” in the hold where, with time and mold, they 
eventually became as useless as they were unappealing.

Heightened awareness of boating safety matters, combined with a sense of 
urgency about all the work that remained to be done, added to the frustration 
caused by challenges to federal funding in the early 1980s. The Biaggi Act had 
emerged from Congress as a great, new vessel to carry forward the safety mission, 
only to be quarantined in port. The boating safety community was deeply 
disappointed, of course, and by 1983 it was weary from the fight. But it also 
had become more of a community than ever before, and it claimed in its ranks 
increasing numbers of individuals and organizations who were hardened veterans 
of Washington’s political trenches.

Ultimately, the Biaggi Act succeeded in shifting congressional thinking on the 
subject of funding for boating safety. The next task on the Hill was to free those 
funds from their remaining entanglements so that the multiplying safety needs of 
boaters could be competently assessed and promptly addressed. In the years after 
the Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971, boating safety professionals recognized that 
time and technology would multiply the potential hazards facing recreational 
boaters. Although it was not yet clear whether the Biaggi Act would prove the 
best vehicle for addressing their concerns, boating safety advocates now under-
stood that they had successfully created a larger mission, one of truly nationwide 
scope. Their next job would be to see it through in the face of new and sometimes 
unexpected challenges.
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1999 “Boat Smart from the Start, Wear Your Life Jacket” decal.
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   c hapter 4: 

challenges               
new and old 

In the 1967 Recreational Boating Safety hearings, Representative John 
Wydler had asked witness Edward R. Tharp a simple question:  What is the 
difference between a fisherman and a boater?  Tharp, an official in charge 
of watercraft safety for the Pennsylvania Fish Commission and a NASBLA 
member, provided a blunt answer:  “You can fish from shore; you can fish 
from a bridge.”1  Whatever a fisherman’s own opinion, Tharp implied, when-
ever an angler took to the water he became a boater.  About half of all self-
identified boaters spent some of their time on the water fishing, according to 
most surveys.  But unfortunately, the struggle for funding often pitted boat-
ers and anglers, who should have been natural allies, against each other.

Anglers needed funds to stock and maintain fisheries and to support ongo-
ing research.  In 1950, President Truman had signed legislation known as the 
Dingell-Johnson Act, which levied an excise tax on fishing tackle and related 
gear.  Additional monies for fisheries came from the Interior Department’s Land 
and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), the primary beneficiary of the federal 
boat fuel tax.  The LWCF, as boaters had tirelessly pointed out in the years lead-
ing up to the Biaggi Act, returned only a pittance of the boat fuel tax to boating 
activities.  The imbalance chafed against boaters’ sense of fairness.  Anglers bene-
fited not only from a steady, earmarked tax on fishing gear but also from the boat 
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fuel tax, while boaters had to go hat-in-hand annually to USCG for matching 
Recreational Boating Safety grants.

In the summer of 1981, Richard Schwartz trooped up to Capitol Hill to testify 
against a bill intended to raise funds for fisheries research by levying an across-
the-board 3 percent federal excise tax on new motorboats under 26 feet in length.  
Such boats, said Schwartz, accounted for 97 percent of all boats.  Since the tax 
would apply to the engine and trailer, total boat purchase costs would increase by 
$200 to $600.  While many boaters “might throw a line over the side from time 
to time,” said BoatU.S. Reports, boats were used for many other purposes besides 
fishing.  BoatU.S. proposed instead a bill that would expand the range of fishing 
equipment taxable under Dingell-Johnson.  The tenor of the BoatU.S. argument 
reflected the competition that various funding mechanisms and inequities had 
created between boaters and anglers over the years.2

The Biaggi Act would have redressed some of boaters’ grievances, had the funds 
it authorized for boating facilities improvement and boating safety actually been 
appropriated by Congress.  But instead, the law forced anglers and boaters to 
form a new advocacy organization in 1982, the American League of Anglers and 

Boat US founder Richard Schwartz testifies on Capitol Hill.
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Boaters (ALAB).  That year, Congress at last approved a funding mechanism—a 
5-cent-per-gallon boat fuel tax increase—for the Biaggi Act.  Still, there remained 
a powerful difference between authorizing and appropriating funds, and what 
BoatU.S. called the “shell game that has been played with boating’s taxes all these 
years” continued until the summer of 1983, when North Dakota Senator Mark 
Andrews helped release for disbursement in matching grants to states about $12.5 
million of the estimated $85 million collected annually in boat fuel taxes.3

In the early 1980s, Louisiana Representative John Breaux and Wyoming 
Senator Malcolm Wallop sought to blunt the edge of angler versus boater conflict 
and close what they saw as an unnecessary gap between these groups.  These 
legislators summoned support among their colleagues for a landmark compro-
mise measure that they included in the Deficit Reduction Act of 1984.  Signed 
by President Reagan that summer, the new law created a pool of funding, the 
Aquatic Resources Trust Fund, that contained under one roof two separate 
accounts, one for boating safety and one for sport fishing.

The fund, soon dubbed “Wallop-Breaux” after its two congressional parents, 

1978 Stamas model patrol boat used on Lake Erie-Ohio Department of Natural 
Resources Division of Watercraft.
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gathered much, but not all, of the annual boat fuel tax—13.2 cents out of 18.3 
cents per gallon, to be exact; the rest went into the general fund—as well as the 
tax on fishing gear and distributed it between the two accounts.  Sport fishing 
received its usual Dingell-Johnson money from the federal fishing gear excise 
tax plus a percentage of the boat fuel taxes, while boat safety and facilities, the 
new kid on the block, received a fixed amount from the boat fuel tax that USCG 
would distribute in the form of matching grants to the states.

The passage of Wallop-Breaux in 1984 ushered in a new spirit of cooperation 
and shared interest among anglers and boaters and gave boating safety profession-
als a steadier source of funding than ever before.  The legislation capped a massive 
and exhausting effort by boaters and anglers who united to work for its passage 
and who remained together in a stronger working alliance afterwards.  Veteran 
Ron Stone recalled that he and Gil Radonski of the Sport Fishing Institute and 
BoatU.S.’s Mike Sciulla would rotate meetings at their respective offices as they 
“worked” the Wallop-Breaux bill through Congress.

Stone thought that his office overlooking the Potomac River in Georgetown’s 
Jefferson Square, with the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal on the other side of the 
building, was a particularly appropriate venue for keeping their attention focused 
on water-related issues.  “It took many meetings,” he said, “many hours of delib-
eration and much give and take between the different partners.”  Stone’s use of 

Ohio Boating Law Administrator Norv Hall, in 1977, at boating safety festival.
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the term “different partners” spoke volumes about the state of the boating safety 
community in 1984.  “In the long run it has worked,” he said of the Wallop-
Breaux compromise.  “That’s the important thing—it has worked.”4

Unlike prior times, a set portion of the boat fuel tax now had to go into 
the Wallop-Breaux fund.  Congress could no longer refuse to appropriate the 
money, or send it somewhere else, and boating groups no longer had to fight 
for an annual appropriation.  The new law in effect “earmarked” the boat fuel 
tax more or less permanently for boating and fishing purposes.  “Permanent” 
in federal budget terms, of course, did not mean forever, but a five-year period 
after which reauthorization was required.  But it was a major improvement over 
the annual appropriations gauntlet that boating safety advocates had previously 
run.  The actual dollar amounts of Wallop-Breaux money allocated to boating 
still could change over time, though, and boating organizations stayed alert to 
ensure that subsequent reauthorizations met boating’s growing needs.  USCG 
sent about $101.5 million to the states between 1985 and 1988, and the Coast 
Guard Reauthorization Act of 1988 continued the funding at a higher level, 
$130 million, through fiscal year 1992.5

Person unidentified, Virgil Chambers, National Safe Boating Council; Senator 
John Breaux; Rodney Slater, Secretary of Transportation; Admiral Loy, USCG  
(hidden);  Larry Innis, MRAA; and Bill Gossard, NTSB kick off National Safe 
Boating Week in Washington, D.C., in 2001.
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The Wallop-Breaux amendments to the Sport Fishing Restoration Act of 1984 
solved some recreational boating problems.  Funding for state education, law 
enforcement, and facilities programs increased, which was all to the good.  But 
the core funding issue with anglers had been smoothed over rather than resolved, 
and the law’s funding routes and formulae proved, in their details, to be very 
complicated.  Said John Cullather, who had more than thirty years experience 
as staff director for the House Subcommittee on Coast Guard and Maritime 
Transportation, “Every time this comes up I have to get a chart out because it’s 
a complicated flow of money from one account to the other.”6  Boating safety 
advocates who had become experts in legislative work now had to become fiscal 
sleuths, too.

Conflicts over the proper allocation of boat fuel taxes between the two Wallop-
Breaux accounts were not the only hurdles that safety advocates had to clear in 
the 1980s.  During that decade, successive administrations came to Washington, 
D.C., having sworn antagonism to government overregulation, excess, and intru-
sion and declaiming how much better a job the private sector, or “the market,” 
could do.  Yet despite the rhetoric, most Americans still looked to the govern-
ment to tackle many of their more intractable problems.  For recreational boaters, 
these included challenges posed by new forms of water recreation such as personal 
watercraft (PWC); intoxicated boaters and passengers; boaters unfamiliar with 
their craft or with navigation rules; and anglers who drowned because they did 
not know or did not heed basic boating safety measures.  In the political context 
of the 1980s, such issues aggravated the tension between regulation and voluntary 
compliance—between government control, social responsibility, and individual 
freedom—that had always shaped America’s boating safety strategies.

PWCs emerged as something of a hybrid between a motorcycle and a snow-
mobile.  A company called Bombardier marketed a prototype PWC called Sea 
Doo in 1968, but it did not sell well.  There were numerous technical problems to 
overcome before the general public would purchase PWCs in large numbers, not 
the least of which was assuring waterproof wiring and switches.  But Kawasaki 
engineers persisted, and in 1974 the company launched a successful model called 
the “Jet Ski.”  The name stuck as a tag for the new craft, which soon became 
boating safety’s biggest headache—and opportunity—since Ole Evinrude had 
hooked the first outboard engine to the back of a rowboat in 1907.

USCG’s Nationwide Boating Survey, based on telephone interviews conducted 
in both 1974 and 1977, made no mention of PWCs in its first section, which 
covered the year 1973.  For the year 1976, however, boaters surveyed in 1977 

PWCs emerged as something of a hybrid 
between a motorcycle and a snowmobile.
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were able to respond as to whether or not they owned any of what interviewers 
termed “thrill craft.”  Results showed that 175,000 such craft, including about 
157,000 PWCs, were on the water in the nation’s bicentennial year.  “Thrill 
craft” users were among the most enthusiastic of boaters, if measured by average 
number of hours per outing, with their 6.1 hours ranking fourth behind house-
boats (12 hours), cabin cruisers (7.2 hours), and inflatable rafts (6.3), and ahead 
of twelve other types of craft, including runabouts, skiffs, canoes, sailboats, and 
kayaks.7

A PWC accelerates not by rotating propeller action but by blowing water 
behind it much like a jet engine.  As on a motorcycle or a snowmobile, the opera-
tor sits astride a center panel and controls the throttle by hand.  There was an 
important difference, though—until only recently, a PWC could not be steered 
when the operator released the throttle.  Even though the craft was still moving 
forward through the water on its own momentum, the absence of forward thrust 
provided by the jet nozzle beneath the vessel made it unsteerable.  If confronted 
with a sudden obstacle, an operator who instinctively backed off the throttle and 
turned the “handlebars” experienced a disconcerting lack of steering ability, a 
phenomenon known as “off-throttle steering loss.”8

Avoiding collisions on a PWC required anticipating obstacles far enough in 
advance to leave time for an avoidance maneuver under speed, a situation that 
helped boost collision rates for PWCs—half of them with other PWCs—far out 

Personal watercraft (PWC) had a broad appeal, and introduced 
many new participants to boating.
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of proportion to their numbers on the water.  Combining youth, speed, and an 
early marketing image of free-spirited abandon, PWCs seemed fated for collisions 
with other boats, with each other, and with the boating establishment.

The BoatU.S. Foundation published a straightforward consumer report on the 
craft in 1988, noting that while PWCs could be fun and safe, they could also 
be dangerous in the hands of young and inexperienced operators.  PWCs had to 
conform to USCG regulations governing inboard power craft of their size.  That 
meant carrying a fire extinguisher on board in a compartment, and a PFD.  But 
since there was no compartment for the PFD, the easiest thing to do was wear 
it—a design feature that, intentionally or not, went a long way toward assuring 
operator safety.  The greatest threat to safety, the foundation noted, was operator 
inexperience, especially on rented vessels.9

Considering that the craft were enormously popular—nationwide, 50,000 
were sold in 1987; 75,000 in 1988; and about 100,000 in 1989—PWCs took a 
long time to wander into the boating safety establishment’s crosshairs.  But when 
they did, the fire was withering.  The BoatU.S. Foundation’s treatment had been 
evenhanded.  More typical was a broadside by the widely respected Washington 
Post recreation reporter Angus Phillips in July 1989.  In a column titled, “Just 
When You Thought It Was Safe to Go Back into the Water,” Phillips posed a 
riddle:  “What’s noisy, obnoxious, fuel-consumptive, dangerous and unregu-
lated?”  The answer was:  “Summer fun in America.  We’re talking now,” Phillips 
exhorted, “about personal water craft, the generic term for the waterborne pests.”  

Boat US courseline decal.
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He damned the “floating motorcycles” and their users, and complained that his 
quiet day sailing on Delaware’s Rehoboth Bay had been ruined by PWC renters.  
“I spent most of my time nervously watching PWC roar down on me, piloted 
by teenagers in the apparent throes of severe hormonal distress,” griped the Post 
reporter.

Maryland’s Natural Resources Police told Phillips, “We get complaints, but we 
don’t know what to do about them yet.”  They offered that the problem was not 
in the PWCs but in users “who don’t realize it’s a real boat, not a toy.”  They told 
Phillips that segregated areas for PWC use, and perhaps other measures too, were 
likely in the near future.  But by the end of the 1980s, there were as yet no obvi-
ous solutions to this thorny example of what recreation experts officially termed a 
“multiple use conflict.”10  Said Rich Gleason, owner of San Diego’s Mission Bay 
Sports Center and a former lifeguard, “There’s more regulation now than ever 
before; but then, there’s more need for regulation now.  It’s really surprising how 
few accidents there have been.  But they are increasing, and that’s what’s worri-
some.”11  Just two years later, in 1991, the San Diego Lifeguard Service imple-
mented new regulations regarding PWC use at Mission Bay.  The rules resulted 
from consultations between county officials, the San Diego Personal Watercraft 
Association, and an ad-hoc citizens committee and imposed a counterclockwise 
pattern, as well as specific time and area restrictions, for all PWCs.

  In 1989, Florida also enacted new regulations aimed at solving its PWC prob-
lem.  Such craft represented only 1 percent of recreational boats in the state but 
were involved in nearly 11 percent of all of Florida’s boating accidents.  Officials 
began chipping away at that disproportionate rate by curbing the practice of wake 
jumping, whereby a PWC operator crosses the wake of a passing boat or even the 
wake of another PWC, thereby producing a slight “airborne” lift out of the water.  
The curb was achieved in a limited and targeted fashion, however.  It did not ban 
all wake jumping but instead prohibited it in close proximity to another vessel 
when the operator’s view was obstructed.  In other words, PWC operators still 
could jump all the wakes they wished, but starting in 1989 they would first have 
to be able to see where they were going.

Additionally, Florida imposed a minimum age of fourteen years to operate an 
owned PWC and sixteen years to operate one that was rented.  Again, beyond 
the commonsensical ban on child operators, the age limitation was a targeted 
intervention, aimed mainly where experts figured the problem mostly lay—with 
rented PWCs.  The state also required rental shops, or liveries, to ensure that rent-
ers would wear PFDs and would be given at least a basic orientation in PWC 
operation and Florida’s rules governing their use.

Despite such measures in Florida and in other states, the PWC accident rate 
continued to climb.  In 1987 there had been 5 PWC-related fatalities nationwide 
among 376 PWC-involved accidents.  In 1989 that number rose to 20 fatalities 
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among 844 PWC accidents.  Two years later, in 1991, 28 people died in 1,513 
accidents.  And in 1996, 57 persons died and 1,831 were injured in 4,099 PWC 
accidents, nearly an eleven-fold increase in just nine years.  That year, PWCs 
represented just 7.5 percent of all state-registered recreational boats, yet they 
accounted for 36 percent of all reported boating accidents and 41 percent of all 
injuries in those accidents.

In 1998, sixteen-year-old Deborah Boles and a friend took a couple of PWCs 
out on Texas’s Lake Texoma.  The friend bore down on Deborah, for unknown 
reasons, perhaps thinking that she could “brake” at the last minute or swing 
away.  But as the craft decelerated, the operator found that she could not steer 
it—the off-throttle control problem that plagued inexperienced operators—and 
crashed broadside into her friend’s PWC at approximately 30 miles per hour.  
Deborah died of massive head injuries on her way to the hospital, where her 
mother, Anita Boles, worked as a registered nurse.  Ms. Boles and her husband, 
Ed, subsequently co-founded, with another parent who had suffered the loss of a 
teenager in a PWC accident, Parents and Families for Watercraft Safety, an orga-
nization that pursued more stringent control over PWC use.

By the late 1980s, the PWC industry was racing against time as more and more 
communities took measures to ban or restrict PWC use.  Using the coopera-
tive model long since established in the field, industry representatives consulted 
with NASBLA and other safety officials to see what could be done, and in 1988 
NASBLA and representatives from the Personal Watercraft Industry Association 
(PWIA), an NMMA member, met to identify common concerns—noise, social 
acceptance, and rental operation.  PWIA readily conceded that reducing PWC 
noise and pollution levels would go a long way toward improving the craft’s social 
acceptance, while all groups agreed that targeting specific problem areas was pref-
erable to broader, emotion-based restrictive measures.

In Utah, for example, when accident statistics for 1994 showed a spike in the 
rate for twelve- to fifteen-year-old operators, state officials designed a video train-
ing program aimed specifically at reaching that group.  “As a result,” said boating 
law administrator Ted Woolley, “our incidents involving PWC and kids 12 to 15 
years old went way down.”  And since the youngsters had to be accompanied by 
a parent, Woolley managed to spread the safety message to an older group at the 
same time.12  Kawasaki also targeted PWC users by sending copies of Personal 
Watercraft Boating Basics to every owner on the company’s warranty registration 
list and included a copy with every PWC sold.  The next year, 1990, the company 
donated large signs to state boating agencies that could be posted near waterways 
of high PWC usage.  The signs contained general boating safety information and 
reminded PWC users that they, too, were boaters and were required to know and 
to observe the same navigation rules as other powered craft.

When complaints about PWCs began piling up in the Boat and Water 
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Safety Unit of Minnesota’s Department of Natural Resources, Tim Smalley put 
together a brief video compiled from leftover news release footage, had duplicates 
made, and mailed it to every one of the state’s 17,000 PWC owners.  Included in 
the package were a water safety brochure and a safety sticker that PWC owners 
were required to put on their craft.  “Almost immediately we saw the complaint 
calls starting to fall off,” Smalley noted.  “It was thinking-outside-the-box educa-
tion.  We didn’t have to put somebody in a classroom; we just gave them a tape 
and asked them to watch it, and it worked very, very well.”13

In Wisconsin, boating law administrator William Engfer worked with PWC 
users, lake groups, industry representatives, and state legislators to make rules 
based on actual accident data rather than what Engfer called “gut feelings or 
general hysteria.”  When analysis showed that the factor common to almost 
all PWC accidents was that the PWC was too close to another vessel, the team 

1967 Utah 
Boating Laws 
booklet.



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy120120 The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy

drew up a requirement that all PWCs travel at a slow, no-wake speed when 
within 100 feet of any other craft or structure, including water skiers, docks, 
rafts, and piers.  The result was an overall reduction in PWC accidents from 
nearly 7 per 1,000 PWC in 1991 to nearly 3 per 1,000 afterwards.  While the 
number of PWCs in the state had doubled, their accident rate had been halved.  
A similar approach to rented PWCs that used targeted, aggressive education 
measures dramatically reduced the accident rate from 50 per 1,000 craft to 14 
per 1,000.1These were in-the-field, hands-on interventions aimed at PWC users.  
In addition, NASBLA worked with the Coast Guard to develop model legisla-
tion governing PWC operation and safety education.  This model law, adopted 
by NASBLA members on September 26, 1991, assisted states in their efforts to 
impose reasonable safety controls on PWC use.  By 2006, a majority of states had 
implemented NASBLA’s recommended regulations.

PWIA also tried to counter the stereotypical “outlaw” or “risk taker” image of 
PWCs among non-users by placing PWCs at the disposal of trained law enforce-
ment and safety officers.  Toward that end, the industry worked hard with PWC 
advocates to demonstrate to officials that they could make PWCs an effec-
tive tool in carrying out their missions.  By 1992, PWIA had loaned about 650 
PWCs to various law enforcement agencies across the country.  Fairfax County, 
Virginia, police started a PWC patrol in August 1993 on the theory, reported the 
Washington Post, that “it takes speed to crack down on speed.” In 1995, special-
ists from Kawasaki and Bombardier trained twelve Michigan officers; the next 
year, Michigan doubled its PWC patrol to twenty-four officers, while Maryland’s 
Natural Resources Police offered a Bombardier Sea Doo as a prize in a contest 
requiring the completion of a safety quiz. 

Despite such efforts, challenges to personal watercraft use intensified.  In 1995, 
a PWC club applied for a race permit in Washington’s San Juan County, a quiet 
and sparsely populated region popular with anglers, vacationers, and retirees.  
Residents countered with a successful petition drive not just to stop the race but 
to ban PWC use outright in the county.  In February, over protest from PWC 
users and industry representatives, and notwithstanding the fact that twenty-five 
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different police agencies in the state were using PWCs in their patrol and enforce-
ment work, the San Juan County Commission voted 2 to 1 to ban PWCs 
entirely from county waterways.  In 1998, the Washington State Supreme Court 
upheld the PWC ban.

At the same time, the National Park Service also proposed rules that would 
allow the banning or curtailment of PWCs on some national park waters.  The 
race between responsibility and recklessness in the PWC world had always been 
a close one, with operator judgment and behavior key variables in determining 
whether voluntary or regulatory solutions would prevail.  Now that race seemed 
to turn dramatically in favor of regulation, a turn that was supported by the 
results of a long-awaited and extensive National Transportation Safety Board 
(NTSB) study of PWCs that was published in 1998.15

The NTSB study both countered and reinforced existing notions about PWCs 
and safety.  Contrary to stereotypes about PWC users, it turned out that the aver-
age PWC owner (though not necessarily the operator) was a forty-one-year-old 
married male with a substantial household income of $95,400.  Forty percent 
of his fellow PWC owners were college graduates, and 68 percent had previ-
ously owned other powerboats.  PWC owners, not to be confused with the larger 
group of renters or operators of borrowed craft, proved to be an older, experienced 
group.

To no one’s surprise, NTSB also found that nearly one-quarter of PWC users 
involved in accidents were operating rented vessels, that the majority of PWC 

Personal watercraft used by rescue personnel for swiftwater rescue.
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renters were under age twenty-five, and that 73 percent of them had logged less 
than one hour of experience before their accident, which typically was a collision 
with another boat.  Compared to owners, renters were twice as likely to have an 
accident within the first hour of use, reflecting not only the effects of youthful 
bad judgment but also renters’ lack of boating experience and PWC safety educa-
tion.  Overall, a sobering 87 percent of PWC operators involved in accidents had 
received no boating instruction whatsoever.  Said NTSB’s Bill Gossard in a sepa-
rate statement that was not part of the study, “We are recommending mandatory 
education for all personal watercraft owners,” a policy then widely considered by 
many states but not yet adopted.16

The NTSB study reminded the boating safety community that PWCs were 
not just a passing fad.  More than 200,000 of them had been sold each year in 
the early 1990s, and by 1997 more than 1 million were in operation.  These once-
marginal “thrill craft” now accounted for more than one-third of all new recre-
ational boat sales in the United States.  PWCs continued to be controversial into 
the new century, but their enormous popularity and unquestioned versatility 
secured for them a permanent berth in recreational boating and thus a place in 
the world of boating safety.17

Perhaps even more controversial than PWCs during the 1980s and 1990s was 
the issue of alcohol on the waterways, known in enforcement parlance as BUI, 
or “boating under the influence.”  For many boaters, the well-stocked cooler had 
long been an important adjunct to a day’s outing.  One midwest boater who 
had recently lost two of his friends in a fatal boating collision said resignedly in 
1986, “There’s always going to be a lot of drinking around here.  People are going 
to party hearty no matter what.”18  Many regarded alcohol-related accidents 
as isolated incidents that happened to other people but would never happen to 
them.  “Drinking and boating, they go together,” opined one boater at a bar in 
Illinois’s Chain-O-Lakes region.

In tackling this problem, safety advocates faced some of society’s most intran-
sigent attitudes and habits.  A TV beer commercial broadcast in Pennsylvania 
in the mid-1980s, for example, featured a man starting out on a camping trip.  
He had crammed every available space in his station wagon with gear and had 
perched his canoe precariously atop a pile of equipment on the roof.  As he was 
about to drive off, the camper realized he had left his cache of beer in the house.  
He fetched it from the refrigerator and returned to his car, only to realize that 
there was nowhere to put it.  After some quick figuring, he opened the tailgate, 
threw out the life preservers, and replaced them with his beer.19

Under protest from some viewers, state officials pressured the brewery to with-
draw the ad, but the attitudes that made the commercial funny were not as easy 
to change.  Said a NASBLA writer, “Convincing those people who have always 
gone boating with a cooler of beer on board and nothing happened, that the 



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTyThe Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy 123123Chapter 4     challenges new and old

drinking operator can be a problem, has not been easy.”20  Yet a 1983 NTSB 
study revealed that as many as 38 percent of boaters killed in boating accidents 
had blood alcohol levels of .10 or greater at the time of their deaths—the legal 
standard for drunk driving, but not yet applicable in most states to boating.  
Some state studies indicated even higher correlations between BUI and boat-
ing fatalities.  California estimated that alcohol was a factor in 59 percent of its 
fatal boating accidents, and a Maryland study found alcohol to be involved in 75 
percent of all accidents in that state, fatal and non-fatal.21  Forty-nine states and 
the District of Columbia had laws prohibiting boating while intoxicated, but only 
ten states had passed laws defining alcohol intoxication by a specific blood alcohol 
level.  In any event, when it came to boating, most states had no provisions for 
chemical testing even if they did specify blood alcohol levels.  And there was no 
federal law governing BUI.22
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Initially, boating safety campaigners engaged the problem of intoxication on 
the waterways through a characteristically educational, rather than enforcement, 
approach.  A. Newell Garden, chair of USCG’s National Boating Safety Advisory 
Council, spoke to the American Boat and Yacht Council in 1984 about some 
recent research into the effects of alcohol on boaters.  As it turned out, Garden 
said, even sober boaters suffered diminished capacity after several hours of expo-
sure to wind, sun, engine noise, and vibration, and the rocking motion of boats 
on the open water.  When just small amounts of alcohol were added to this mix, 
boaters experienced impairments to peripheral vision, judgment, and balance that 
surpassed comparable effects on land.  But despite his awareness of these cutting-
edge findings, Garden remained squarely in the ranks of the majority of his boat-
ing safety colleagues in his opposition to legislative solutions, or what he termed 
“one-size-fits-all restrictions.”  He believed that education and “social pressure 
against skippers who drink while underway” would be sufficient to solve the 
problem.23
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Some states, like Arizona, Louisiana, and Maryland, disagreed and passed their 
own anti-BUI laws.  Under Maryland’s SWAMP program—Safe Waterways 
through Alcohol Monitoring Patrols—BUI arrests tripled from 26 in 1984, the 
first full year of enforcement, to nearly 80 in 1988, while boating fatalities fell 
from 26 to 10 in that period, despite rising boat registrations.  Contributing 
to the improving scene in Maryland in 1988 was the state’s mandatory boater 
education program, the first of its kind in the country.  Other states soon adopted 
their own BUI programs.  Under Alabama’s new Project ADIOS (Alcohol and 
Drug Impaired Operators Search), marine police stopped 264 boats and made 
29 BUI arrests in the summer of 1988, and the Missouri Water Patrol made 101 
BUI arrests under the rationale of a reckless boating charge, as the state had no 
formal BUI law.

Pioneering measures such as those enacted in Maryland and elsewhere created 
a groundswell of national attention and focused a spotlight on boating safety 
advocates’ ambivalence toward regulatory solutions.  The Tennessee Valley 
Authority (TVA) added an alcohol abuse component to the water safety posters 
it distributed to its seven participating state members in 1984, but it did so with 
only lukewarm support.  BoatU.S. conducted a survey of its 170,000 members 
on the subject and reported them evenly split between those who favored the 
education and social pressure approach and those who preferred stronger penal-
ties and more vigorous enforcement.  Only 4 percent of those responding favored 
a total ban on alcohol on the water.24

But the BoatU.S. Foundation for Boating Safety, which was funded primar-
ily by BoatU.S. members’ contributions, undertook a major anti-BUI campaign.  
The foundation distributed 45,000 “What Do You Do With A Drunken Sailor” 
posters and litter bags, distributed 130 copies of a public service announcement 
with the same theme, and in 1985, under a USCG grant, produced 1 million 
copies of a catchy brochure called “America’s Cup?—The Sober Truth about 
Alcohol and Boating.”

Other organizations climbed aboard that year.  The American Canoe 
Association spread several anti-BUI messages to its members, including posters 
like “Save the Bottled Fun for After the Run,” and “Drinking . . . Let’s Keep It in 
Its Place.”  USCG pitched in with a hopeful slogan, “Think Before You Drink,” 
and the industry-affiliated Outboard Boating Club of America (OBC) gave 
prominent coverage in its monthly newsletter to the national anti-BUI campaign.  
The OBC also worked with NASBLA to develop guidelines for states drafting 
their own BUI laws.  On the enforcement front, Wisconsin boating law admin-
istrator and NASBLA president Dale Morey reported that BUI arrests nation-
ally had risen from 39 in 1980 to 268 in 1984.25  And in 1985 the National Safe 
Boating Council made BUI the theme of that year’s National Safe Boating Week 
campaign.
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The following year, NTSB member Dr. John K. Lauber addressed an NSBC 
meeting in Tampa, Florida, that focused on drinking, drugs, and boating.  The 
attention paid to recreational boating by NTSB was part of the board’s wider 
campaign in the mid-1980s to combat intoxication and drug usage in all forms 
of transportation—railroads, commercial shipping, trucking, automobiles, and 
aircraft.  The paucity of data about drinking in recreational boating accidents 
was comparable to that in all other areas, said Lauber, and NTSB therefore was 
making recommendations to all states to improve their data gathering as well as 
to impose stricter penalties on violators.

 As was often the case, proponents of change pointed to particularly gruesome 
accidents in arguing for tighter control.  In California, two men tried to flee the 
state after their boat ran over and killed two Oregon State University students 
being towed on an inflatable water sled on Lake Shasta.  Because California had 
no boating equivalent to its vehicular manslaughter crime—boating manslaugh-
ter was a possible charge only if it could be proven that the operator was intoxi-
cated at the time of the accident—Shasta County prosecutor Anthony Anderson 
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was forced to accept guilty 
pleas on misdemeanor 
charges lodged against the 
men.

A related and highly 
publicized accident 
occurred on Halloween 
night in 1984, when a 
speeding boater crashed 
into an unlighted buoy 
in California’s Anaheim 
Bay near Seal Beach and 
killed five people.  The 
intoxicated operator and 
three passengers survived.  
Because of the number of 
deaths, NTSB investigated 
the accident and concluded 
that the thirty-year-old 
operator’s intoxication had 
been the major cause.  But 
an Orange County jury 
dead-locked over whether 
the unlighted buoy or the 
operator’s intoxication had 
been the primary cause of 
the accident, so the opera-
tor went free while pros-
ecutors planned a retrial.  
At the conclusion of the 
second trial, the jury 
returned a guilty verdict for 
involuntary manslaughter.

These and similar inci-
dents roused the California 
Assembly to pass a bill 
in July 1986 that stiff-
ened penalties for BUI, 
which it defined by the 
same standard applied to 
automobile drivers—a 
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blood alcohol level of .10 percent.  The fine for BUI was set at $1,000, with a 
jail term of six months after the first conviction and a full year’s jail time for a 
second conviction.  Boaters suspected of BUI were required to submit to sobri-
ety tests and could be subjected to penalties if they refused—the law’s “implied 
consent” provision.  Other states also moved aggressively in 1986 to curtail BUI 
with new laws and major publicity campaigns.  On their way to the marina, 
Florida boaters passed billboard reminders posted by the Marine Patrol, “Don’t 
make us your last chaser.”  Georgia vowed to publicize BUI arrests and included 
new BUI brochures in all boat registration material.  Delaware safety advo-
cates waited on the state’s Senate to approve a bill passed by the House.  “We are 
desperately in need of a law,” said the state’s boating law administrator, retired 
Navy Commander George Stewart.  “We’re optimistic it will pass.  It has a lot of 
support.”26

By the mid-1980s, enforcement officers had new tools to detect intoxicated 
boaters, a task that was not always easy on swaying boats.  In addition to breatha-
lyzers, officers learned how to use a phenomenon called horizontal gaze nystag-
mus, an involuntary jerking of the eyes as a person under the influence of alcohol 
or certain other drugs moves his eyes toward the side.  The gaze nystagmus test 
supplemented other field sobriety tests to increase the effectiveness of on-the-
water BUI enforcement.  

In 1984, NASBLA adopted a national guideline that called for states to include 
implied consent provisions in any BUI laws they drafted and to put teeth in their 
enforcement.  “If your laws are diluted by the absence of a penalty for refusal,” 
NASBLA president Carroll Henneke warned in 1986, “most court jurisdic-
tions will not take them seriously.”27  That year, the BoatU.S. Foundation put a 
$100,000 USCG grant to work producing what it called the “6-Pack for Boaters.”  
Capitalizing on, rather than fighting, the association between boating and beer, 
the foundation aimed at getting safety information directly into the hands of 
boaters.  The “6-Pack” consisted of a colorful holder for five brochures that 
covered PFDs, hypothermia, marine weather, fuel hoses, and drinking, plus space 
for a mail-back card.

When asked later about the possibly contradictory message implicit in packag-
ing anti-BUI information in a “6-Pack” format, BoatU.S. Foundation president 
Ruth Wood explained, “We don’t hire any outside public relations people.  We 
hire people who are a part of the boating culture, and I think they understand 
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what boaters are interested in or what boaters will respond to.  So the ‘6-Pack’ 
really was a play on words.  We’re trying to find a way to encourage boaters 
to pick up these brochures .”28  The “6-Pack” was an instant hit.  The founda-
tion distributed some 200,000 in 1987 through USCG Auxiliary, the Power 
Squadrons, and other organizations and received an additional USCG grant in 
1987 to print 150,000 more.

  Seen nationally, however, the states’ different approaches to BUI represented a 
patchwork of interventions characterized by good intentions, strained resources, 
and sporadic success.  In 1984, Congress weighed in with a law that made BUI 
a federal crime with fines up to $6,000 and a jail penalty of a year if convicted.  
The law also contained an implied consent provision.  Three years later, USCG 
defined the chemical standard of intoxication as a blood alcohol level of .10 
percent.  However, USCG had long since retreated from most recreational boat-
ing enforcement activities, so enforcement of this new law on navigable water-
ways fell mostly upon thinly stretched local officers.  In effect, the new federal law 
served largely as a model for and a message to the states.

 But many state legislators remained unmoved.  At the end of the 1980s, 
twenty-five states still had no comprehensive anti-BUI law, and the campaign 
for change seemed to have run out of steam.  Nevertheless, NASBLA and other 

Ohio Department of Natural Resources Division of Watercraft Officer Mike 
Westrick introducing the “hypothermia tank” to participants at the Ohio State 
Fair.
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safety advocates had registered their influential opinion in favor of stiffer BUI 
penalties as well as greater alcohol awareness.  Safety advocates were still far from 
their goal by 1990, but they had not given up.  As NTSB’s Dr. John Lauber had 
told NSBC, “We must constantly remind ourselves that this issue will never be 
put to rest in any transportation area.” 

Safety advocates tried to temper life-and-death issues with an awareness that 
effective communication often requires a light touch, especially with children.  In 
1985, courtesy of King Features Syndicate, Popeye the Sailor made his debut as 
spokesperson for National Safe Boating Week, filling the spot long since vacated 
by the Disney Corporation’s Flipper.  Assisted by Olive Oil, Sweet Pea, Brutus, 
and Wimpy, Popeye spread the safety message on posters and brochures and in 
animated clips about boating education, BUI, PFD wear, boat overloading, and 
other issues.  

While Popeye’s appeal was not necessarily confined to children, other programs 
aimed directly at a younger audience.  USCG Auxiliarists Lillian Phillips and 
Mary Roeder started giving brief safety talks to schoolchildren in Tacoma, 
Washington, in 1973.  Their approach caught on, and soon the Auxiliary helped 
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spread Phillips’s and Roeder’s “Water ’n Kids” program across the country.  It 
engaged children with real PFDs, ropes, life rings, and coloring books, and used 
slides to illustrate instructional material.  By 1989, more than a million children 
had participated in “Water ’n Kids.” 

By the mid-1990s, several robotic teaching aids added to the repertoire of safety 
advocates.  When Ohio USCG Auxiliarists Mike Robeano and Richard Ellwanger 
saw a robotic police car in use at a shopping center event, they figured that a simi-
lar product in the form of a boat would prove engaging with children.  Robeano 
soon discovered that a Utah company, Robotronics, had developed Bobby the 
Boat® for teaching water safety.  He and other Ohio Auxiliarists raised funds for 
Robotronics to adapt Bobby the Boat for USCG events and, in 1998, Coastie® was 
born.

This child-sized tug was fitted with hidden wheels, tenders, running lights, 
and a radio-controlled electric motor and carried a full array of safety equipment.  
Coastie’s® pilot house window contained two large eyes that rolled in friendly 
fashion and made him seem “alive,” an effect that was magnified by his handlers’ 
remote control and their ability to speak through him to children via a radio trans-
mitter and built-in speakers.  In addition to joining the Water’n Kids program, 
several Coasties served as goodwill ambassadors for USCG and for boating safety 
generally by visiting children’s hospitals and by “sailing” into safety fairs and 
National Safe Boating Week events.31

The concept of a robotic teaching tugboat had wide appeal.  California launched 
the tug SeaMore, who, turning out to be a boy, had his inevitable female counter-
part, Sea Lily.  NSBC brought 60-foot Theodore Tugboat (who was on children’s 
television in 2000 and 2001) and arranged for children to visit Theodore wearing 

Canada’s Theodore Tug Boat joins 
in the 2001 North American  Safe 
Boating Campaign.
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their PFDs during National Safe Boating Week, which by then had allied with 
Canada to become the North American Safe Boating Campaign.32

USPS members added their own ideas to the Power Squadrons’ Boating for Kids 
manual.  In New York, Linda and Albert Iannacone taught Girl Scouts about 
hypothermia by having the scouts and their dads submerge their arms in a tub of 
50-degree water and then try to pick up and fasten the buckles on a PFD.  The exer-
cise demonstrated that having a PFD on before one goes into the water is much safer 
than merely having it nearby.  In a similar demonstration, Massachusetts Auxiliarist 
Lee Harrison gave children a quarter and asked them to flip it into a tall grass with 
their eyes closed and then try to find it.  This taught them the importance of wear-
ing a brightly colored PFD, not the “cute blue one with the cartoon characters” that 
they might prefer but that might be difficult for rescuers to see in the water.33

Several businesses contributed in tangible ways to the cause of child safety on the 
water, offering ice cream cones and other free rewards to children whom marine 
police spotted wearing PFDs.  During the summer of 1996, Hardees restaurants 
in Wisconsin agreed to give free ice cream cones to children who the state’s marine 
police “caught” wearing their PFDs.  In 1997, Iowa and Hardees entered a similar 
“Cones for Kids” program, and Maine officers handed out 6,000 “floating citations” 
during routine patrols to kids wearing PFDs.  The citations could be redeemed for a 
free dessert at McDonald’s franchises in that state as well as at some McDonald’s in 
neighboring New Hampshire.

In 1998, Ben & Jerry’s offered a “Get the Scoop” program for PFD-wearing 
kids in Maryland.  Redeemable in Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia, the 
original 1,000 coupons proved so popular that the company printed a second 
round.  In Minnesota, Dairy Queen offered ice cream cones and hamburgers 
to safety-conscious kids, while Arizona officials took a less caloric route, offer-
ing PFD-wearing youngsters a free T-shirt that said, “I got caught wearing my life 
jacket.”34  And USCG teamed up with the Milwaukee Brewers in 2003 to offer a 
free baseball game ticket to kids under thirteen years of age who were spotted wear-
ing their PFDs on Lake Michigan.

In 2000, NSBC introduced its “Boating Safety Sidekicks” program for chil-
dren at the elementary school level.  In a series of booklets, a CD, and a Web site, 

Children were a natural focus for boating 
safety education.  Few responsible adults, 
for instance, objected to the idea of PFD 
wear by children.  But they continued to 
resist putting on their own PFDs. 
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“Sidekicks” used cartoon characters to entertain as well as to engage kids.  It 
taught them about boating, fishing, and paddle sports with the safety informa-
tion built into, not separated from, the “fun” part of these activities.  Like most 
of the child-oriented safety programs, NSBC’s “Sidekicks” proved very popular.  
In the four years after its debut, NSBC distributed more than 3 million booklets 
nationwide.  Soon, the Recreational Boating and Fishing Foundation and the 
American Canoe Association helped NSBC create two more “Sidekicks” book-
lets, “Go Fishing” and “Go Paddling.”  NSBC also produced a special version for 
USPS for distribution by that organization.

Children were a natural focus for boating safety education.  Few responsible 
adults, for instance, objected to the idea of PFD wear by children.  But they 
continued to resist putting on their own PFDs.  In an effort to find a middle 
ground between comfortable, but not yet USCG-approved, fully inflatable PFDs 
and the traditional, USCG-approved Type I and Type II devices, manufacturers 
experimented with “hybrid” designs.  These would provide a certain amount of 
inherent flotation that could be supplemented by the user blowing air into a tube 
or triggering a carbon dioxide (CO2) cartridge.

In the mid-1980s, USCG approved a new “Type V” hybrid PFD that Ralph 
Steger had developed at ERO Industries in Hazelton, Georgia, and that Sears 

Introduced in 2000, Boating Safety Sidekicks activity booklets are used 
to engage kids and their parents in the fun of learning about boating.
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stores sold under their Helmsman logo.  The device was a good one, Steger 
recalled with irony many years later—“In fact, it was so good that it was doomed 
to failure before the first jacket ever got approved.”35  He described the sundry 
hurdles the hybrid had cleared on its way to official approval.  Numerous safety 
organizations and standards constituencies including Underwriters Laboratories 
had pressed for various costly modifications and tests, including one that required 
the hybrid’s materials to be buried in the soil for six weeks to see how they lasted.  
“They increased the requirements for buckle strength, shoulder tensile strength, 
and fabric strength,” said Steger, “far in excess of what was actually needed to 
perform.”36  The end result was a much more expensive and cumbersome product 
than the one he had originally designed.

The hybrid’s promise all but disappeared when USCG announced that, unlike 
Type I and Type II devices, the new Type V PFD would only count toward 
meeting carriage requirements if it was actually worn by the boater or passen-
ger.  USCG’s Samuel Wehr, who oversaw the hybrid’s development, argued that 
requiring the device to be worn would force designers and manufacturers to 
make the new PFD comfortable, which would increase the likelihood that boat-
ers would wear it.  That reasoning seemed valid until one considered that boat-
ers would more likely fulfill USCG carriage requirements in the same way most 
of them always had—by toting their inexpensive Type IIs on board and stowing 
them in the hold.

Sears soon took its hybrids off the shelf and made them available through cata-
log sales only.  Though it represented an impressive technical achievement, the 
hybrid was effectively put aside in favor of developing completely inflatable PFDs 
that might survive the arduous approval gauntlet.  Promoters of inflatables also 
focused on making the approval process more responsive to the practical needs of 
the majority of recreational boaters and anglers.

In the meantime, boating safety advocates carried on with their education 
mission, seeking support from celebrities whose safe boating behavior they hoped 
other boaters would emulate, and whose star appeal—it was hoped—would add 
sparkle to an otherwise unglamorous subject.  People setting out for some fun on 
the water didn’t want to be reminded of all the things that could go wrong.  But 
safety consciousness and safety education often entailed just that sort of aware-
ness.  Like wearing a seatbelt or brushing one’s teeth, responsible self-maintenance 
was easy, almost automatic, once it became an ingrained habit.  In the meantime, 
celebrity support helped pull, rather than push, boaters up the safety awareness 
learning curve.

Arizona Boating Education officer Don Slocum prevailed upon Anthony 
Guardine, of the singing group Little Anthony and the Imperials, to record some 
public service announcements for KOOL radio in 1990.  Slocum had an illus-
trious track record with recording stars.  A few years earlier he had persuaded 
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members of Alabama, a country-pop 
band closely associated with hunting and 
fishing, to record safety announcements.  
Slocum plumbed the country genre for 
the Statler Brothers, Buck Owens, Glen 
Campbell, and the Oakridge Boys; pop 
for Marie Osmond,  Pat Boone, and the 
Righteous Brothers; and rock for Three 
Dog Night, Al Jardine of the Beach 
Boys, and Santana’s Alex Lighterwood.  
In between, sports stars like Willie Mays 
and Steve Garvey helped give Arizona’s 
Game and Fish Department, said 
Slocum, “the hottest boating safety PSA 
radio campaign in the country.”  Slocum 
admitted, “I’m proud to have been its 
father.”37

In a different vein, five-time Women’s 
World Champion PWC racer Christy 
Carlson joined USCG Auxiliary in 
1997 in order to widen her platform for 
addressing safety issues among PWC 
users and to spread the word about 
PWCs’ versatility as rescue craft.  And in 
2006, decorated Navy SEAL and “real-
ity television” star Rudy Boesch served 
as spokesperson for the North American 
Safe Boating Campaign.  Boesch 
effectively conveyed the message that 
survivors—whether they were kids or 
SEALS— wore PFDs.

NASCAR racers and avid anglers 
Bobby, Terry, and Justin Labonte deliv-
ered that message to boaters in 2005, 
while the legendary Indianapolis 500 
racer Al Unser, Sr., warned boaters about the dangers of CO poisoning by 
recounting his own close brush with death—not in a Formula 1 machine but 
while boating on Arizona’s Lake Powell.  While making repeated dives beneath 
his houseboat to untangle some anchor lines, Unser repeatedly resurfaced to 
gulp air in a space between the deck and the water where the engine was venting 
the odorless gas.  Though semiconscious, he pulled himself to the deck and was 

Special issues, such as carbon 
monoxide poisoning, were 
targeted for special safety 
education campaign efforts.
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rushed to the hospital.  It was a very close call with boating’s silent killer.
While Al Unser tried to bring fresh attention to the old CO problem, USCG 

and the marine industry sought new technical solutions, such as installing carbon 
monoxide detectors on boats.  But some of boating’s hazards had never quite 
made it to the center of the spotlight, even though they had been on stage for 
decades.  One of these was the terrifying proposition of being sliced up by the 
boat’s propellers while swimming or after falling overboard.  Such incidents had 
been occurring for years, but there was no separate reporting category for “struck 
by propeller” in the more general category of “struck by boat”—until Marion 
deCruz’s twenty-year-old son, Emilio, was killed by a houseboat propeller on 
Lake Havasu, Arizona, in March 1993.

Emilio, relaxing with fellow college students, dove off the roof of a rented 
houseboat, not realizing that the operator had just started the engine.  The boat 
backed over him and he was  lacerated by the propeller blades.  An emergency 
helicopter rushed him to a Las Vegas hospital, but the star student-athlete died 
before arriving.  In 1995, Marion deCruz formed an organization, S.P.I.N., Stop 
Propeller Injuries Now, to publicize the dangers presented by propellers, to pres-
sure USCG for better statistics and the marine industry for preventive tech-
nologies such as propeller guards, and to lobby for legislation that would help 
accomplish these aims.

On July 10 of that same year, Jeanne Sprietsma fell off an 18-foot ski boat 
on Dale Hollow Lake in Tennessee.  As the boat passed over her, Sprietsma 
was fatally struck by the propeller.  Her husband Rex sued Mercury Marine, 
the engine manufacturer, on the grounds that an unprotected propeller was an 
unreasonably dangerous product.  The case highlighted the potential usefulness 
and practicality of propeller guards on power craft.

Prop guards in the form of mesh cages and other “propeller injury mitiga-
tion” devices had their place, said Mercury engineer and industry expert Dick 
Snyder.  Snyder and others had tested many of the more than one hundred 
patented devices on the market and found that some of them had useful applica-
tion.  It made sense, for example, to put cages around the props on rescue boats 
that would expect to idle slowly and closely to distressed swimmers or near boats 
whose crew and passengers might have fallen overboard.  Prop guards also were 
appropriate for amusement park bumper boats that never exceeded speeds of 2 
mph.

But for nearly every other powerboat application, prop guards presented nega-
tives that outweighed their positives, said Snyder.  Their added drag significantly 
reduced engine performance, thus reducing fuel economy, and some could inter-
fere with the craft’s steering and stability, thereby creating new, unintended 
safety hazards.  Also, the prop guards themselves, when tested on sausages, arti-
ficial arms, legs, heads, and, finally, cadavers—the testing was nothing if not 
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thorough—proved to cause serious damage upon impact at normal operating 
speed.38

Such evidence made both USCG, which had regulatory authority over boat 
and marine engine design standards, and NASBLA reluctant to throw their 
support behind the mandatory adoption of prop guards.  During its annual 
meeting in September 1995, NASBLA members rejected a resolution that would 
have called for propeller guards on houseboats.  Meanwhile, S.P.I.N. continued 
to press its case nationwide, and Sprietsma v. Mercury Marine churned slowly 
through the courts.

Both the trial court and the Illinois Supreme Court—the Sprietsmas were 
Illinois residents—rejected Rex Sprietsma’s claim against Mercury Marine, not 
by making a determination about propellers being unreasonably dangerous, but 
by ruling that the Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971, under which USCG had the 
authority to make such decisions, preempted Rex Sprietsma’s common-law claim 
against Mercury Marine.  In other words, Sprietsma could not sue for damages 
under state law because the federal law pertaining to boating safety trumped that 
law, and according to the federal law, propeller guards were not required safety 
equipment.

Rex Sprietsma took his case to the United States Supreme Court which, on 
December 3, 2002, overturned the Illinois appellate decision and ruled that 
FBSA ’71 had not, in fact, preempted his right to sue Mercury Marine in the 
state court.  So the case went back to Illinois, where it remained, undecided, in 
mid-2007.39  But the larger issue moved closer to resolution as USCG began solic-
iting public comment on the matter of requiring propeller guards on non-planing 
vessels such as houseboats.

The USCG also stepped up its education focus on preventing prop injuries.  
Engine kill switch lanyards, for example, when tied to the wrist of the boat opera-
tor, automatically shut down the engine if pulled taut, as they would be if the 
operator fell overboard.  A Kentucky couple boating on Taylorsville Lake survived 
an incident that spilled both of them into the water.  The PFDs they were wear-
ing kept them afloat, while the operator’s kill switch lanyard shut off the engine.  
“We had a series of accidents last year where people were thrown from their boat 
and the boat circles back and injures or kills them,” said Col. Donovan Smith of 
the state’s Water Patrol, whose officers assisted the couple.  “This is one of the few 
examples where you know lives were saved.”40

Litigation, or the anticipation of it, prompted 
industry innovation that usually led to safety 
standards in excess of USCG regulations.
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“Swim ladder interlocks” that shut off the engine or prevented its starting 
when someone stepped on a stern-mounted swim ladder, as well as more effective 
rear-view visibility devices, also helped mitigate the dangers of propeller injuries.  
Litigation, or the anticipation of it, prompted industry innovation that usually 
led to safety standards in excess of USCG regulations, which were structured 
by FBSA ’71 to address only those issues that could be shown, statistically, to 
pose fatal dangers to boaters.  By 2007, for instance, one company had marketed 
a wireless kill switch system that connected every person on the boat with the 
engine via electronics-fitted wristbands.  If anyone fell overboard, the water inter-
rupted the radio signal between them and shut down the engine automatically.

Clever though that technology was, some aspects of boating safety remained 
very elemental.  A 1990 Michigan study revealed that over a fifteen-year period, 
70 percent of boating fatalities in the state involved someone falling overboard, 
and in fourteen of these thirty-nine deaths the victim’s pants zipper had been 
unzipped.  The study concluded that a man’s single most dangerous act on 
the water was standing up to relieve himself over the side of the boat.41  Such 
onboard behavior violated the most basic of boat safety measures, including three 
of those promulgated by Ohio safety official Pam Dillon: maintain “three-point” 
contact with the boat; don’t overload the vessel; and keep your shoulder line 
inside the gunwale.42

Without departing from their usual preference for voluntary measures, boating 
safety advocates recognized that boating’s increased complexity was moving more 
states to adopt mandatory boating safety courses.  In 1987, NASBLA resolved 
to review its boating safety education standards and to establish a Boating 
Education Advisory Panel (BEAP), with Virgil Chambers as its first chair.  BEAP 
aimed to provide a national forum for safety educators to exchange ideas and 
to promote greater uniformity of programs, where applicable, among NASBLA 
members.  It also served to recognize the importance of education as a special-
ized activity in the overall boating safety mission.  Said Minnesota’s Tim Smalley, 
BEAP chair from 2002-2008, “Very seldom do we talk about courses.  Usually 
we’re talking about some non-traditional education method, whether it’s pass-
ing out free t-shirts to people with ‘Wear Your Life Jacket’ on them or a new TV 
commercial.”43  

NASBLA encouraged states to share with each other any safety-oriented public 
service announcements, or PSAs, that they might produce.  Smalley responded 
by engaging an advertising agency, the Minnesota Institute, to produce a TV 
spot on boating and drinking that highlighted the state’s revised BUI law.  The 
spot’s success inspired Smalley to expand his efforts.  “I’d go to a major ad agency 
like Carmichael Lynch, Campbell Mithune, or Martin Williams,” he recounted, 
“with an idea or a topic in mind.  It turned out that they were happy to do the 
work pro bono.  Their new young lions, very creative people who had just come 
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on board and didn’t have any clients of their own yet, would develop their own 
sample reel to show.  We let them be creative and push the envelope a bit—be 
a little scary or a little funny or poke fun at something, and they liked that.”44  
Many of the resulting TV and radio spots won recognition, including two presti-
gious Clio awards, and Smalley circulated them widely to other states.

Boating safety education took many creative turns in the 1980s and 1990s 
while educators also sought greater consistency in course content and cover-
age.  They encountered the familiar dilemma of squaring the desirability of 
national standards with the equally important need to preserve local flexibil-
ity.  “Guidelines” rather than “standards” for boating education expressed the 
compromise that most safety professionals sought, but in the end “standards” 
prevailed.  Teachers who followed “guidelines,” it was discovered, too often did 
not cover core content adequately.

In 1997, the USCG had a request for comment regarding mandatory educa-
tion.  NASBLA had always supported voluntary education, but at this point in 
time and based on the accident statistics, Ted Woolley, NASBLA president, and 
Fred Messmann, NASBLA Committee Chair, pushed a resolution through now 
endorsing mandatory education.  In 1999, a group of researchers at Pennsylvania 
State University and a special NASBLA standards committee headed by Nevada 
BLA Fred Messmann completed a thorough, USCG grant-funded study of boat-
ing safety courses nationwide that set the new, national education standards.  
Tennessee’s Ed Carter, who served two consecutive terms as NASBLA president 
(1996-1997) during the time of the Penn State study, provided crucial leadership 
for that organization’s support and acceptance of the study’s findings.  In 2001, 
he and two other NASBLA officials, George Stewart and Charlie Clark, philo-
sophically urged their colleagues, “Before you move up the slope of a new hill to 
climb tomorrow, stop for a moment to enjoy the scenery of the valley beneath the 
hill we conquered yesterday.”45  

By the time Stewart offered these words of encouragement to his colleagues, 
boating safety had become a truly national, highly organized enterprise, engag-
ing legions of volunteers, career professionals serving at every level of government, 
and many others working in private industry and in safety-related private organi-
zations.  As the twentieth century rolled over into a new millennium, this cadre 
would use increasingly sophisticated marketing and communications strategies to 
reach their constant but often elusive object—the American boater.
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     c hapter 5:

The fresh 
PersPecTive

Bill Gossard of NTSB delivered a rousing call to action to a group of NASBLA 
delegates at an Idaho meeting in September 1991, reminding them that 
just eight years earlier only three states and territories had anti-BUI laws; 
now only twelve did not. That was progress—and fairly rapid progress, at 
that. Why couldn’t boating safety professionals realize the same progress 
in other areas too, such as mandating PFD wear for children under twelve 
years old? Gossard then ventured a purely personal suggestion: why not re-
quire PFD wear for any boat carrying alcoholic beverages? After all, experts 
had determined that drinking a single beer adversely affected performance 
on the water, so what was wrong with linking a known risk with a known 
risk-reducer? “We know what to do,” Gossard asserted. “Let’s do it!”1

Gossard’s conviction was founded on a growing body of research into every 
aspect of recreational boating and boater behavior. Weaknesses remained in 
some knowledge areas, especially in accident reporting data, but by and large 
the American boater was becoming a very well-studied species. By the end of the 
millennium, safety officials had a great deal of information about who owned 
and operated what kinds of boats, whether and when they wore what types of 
PFDs, how alcohol affected their behavior on the water, whether and how they 
had taken what kind of boating education course, and what hazards they were 
likely to encounter on certain craft in certain waters at certain times of the year.
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Such knowledge gave national safety officials confidence to make firm recom-
mendations. But boating safety also had a long history of local control and volun-
tarism, as contrasted with the “one size fits all,” top-down regulation that, justly 
or not, many had come to associate with the federal government. In the two 
decades on either side of the new millennium, boating safety advocates contin-
ued to temper their research-based policy initiatives with traditional reliance on 
persuasion and education.

In 1986, NTSB’s Dr. John Lauber had predicted that the matter of alcohol 
intoxication would “never be put to rest in any transportation area.” Perhaps 
that was so, but it was brought under better control on the heels of several events 
that occurred in the 1990s. One March evening in 1993, for instance, Cleveland 
Indians pitcher Tim Crews powered his 18-foot bass boat into an unlighted dock 
on Florida’s Lake Nellie, killing himself and fellow Indians pitcher Steve Olin 
and seriously injuring Bob Ojeda, a third pitcher for the team. Like an estimated 
75 percent of boat operator fatalities, Crews was legally intoxicated at the time of 
the crash with a blood alcohol level of .14 percent.2

Then there was a nighttime collision in 1996 at Illinois’s Chain o’ Lakes that 

The first presentation of the Boating Safety Hall of Fame award in 1995. NSBC 
created this new award that year. Pictured, from left to right, Robert Burnside 
(NSBC Chair, National Director of American Red Cross Small Craft program), 
Dale Moray (former Wisconsin BLA ), Richard Schwartz (President/Founder 
BoatU.S.), and Elaine Dickison (BoatU.S.). The presentation was made at the 
Boating Safety Seminar in Savannah, Georgia.



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTyThe Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy 145145Chapter 5    The fresh PersPecTive

killed three, drawing national attention to a local amusement in which boat-
ers stacked their empty beer cans on the beams of a low-hanging bridge as they 
passed underneath. “Beer Can Bridge,” they called it. “At times,” said a Chicago 
Tribune reporter, “the beams look like a discount liquor store shelf.”3

In 2001, USCG lowered the federal limit for legal intoxication from .10 percent 
to .08 percent. Some states already had set their limits at .08, but the federal 
action spurred the remainder to get on board. By 1997, all states had BUI laws 
and eighteen of them had set the legal intoxication standard at .08 percent. By 
2005, twenty-two more had adopted the .08 percent standard, making a total 
of forty states that were in line with federal law.4 Additionally, new research in 
2001 by a team of doctors from the Johns Hopkins University and the University 
of North Carolina reoriented safety efforts to include passengers as well as boat 
operators when it revealed that operator error only accounted for about half of 
all alcohol-related fatalities on the water. The other half occurred when the boat 
was not moving at all. Often, passengers who had had too much to drink would 
simply fall overboard at dockside and drown.5

The new research underscored earlier observations that the boating environ-
ment greatly increased the impairing effects of alcohol. A blood alcohol level of 
.05 percent, which did not reach the legal definition of intoxication for driving 

Signing of memorandum of understanding between USCG and NASBLA, 
standing left to right: Al Marmo (USCG); John Malatak (USCG), Captain Tony 
Stimatz (USCG), Sandra Brown (USCG), George Stewart (NASBLA), Audrey 
Pickup (USCG), Phil Cappel (USCG), Jo Calkin (USCG), and Jeanne Timmons 
(USCG). Seated left to right: Ed Carter (NASBLA President) and Admiral 
Robert Kramek (Commandant of the USCG).



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy146146 The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy

an automobile, increased a boater’s chances of being in a fatal accident four-fold, 
while a level of .10 made a boater, or boat passenger, ten times more likely to 
die than if he or she were sober. The marine environment turned out to be less 
compatible with drinking than most people had thought. “The big challenge is to 
change the prevailing thinking that it’s safe to drink as long as you’re not the one 
at the helm,” said the BoatU.S. Foundation’s Jim Ellis.6

Sometimes tragic personal losses drove safety advocates to leapfrog the usual 
channels in order to achieve dramatic change. Usually it was a victim’s family, 
intent on keeping others from experiencing the loss they had suffered. Rex 
Sprietsma’s lawsuit and Marion deCruz’s S.P.I.N. had brought unprecedented 
attention to the issue of propeller injuries. Nita Boles’ organization effectively 
called attention to the dangers of PWCs in the hands of unprepared novices. 
Committed family members gathered facts and lobbied lawmakers and the 
public, but their greatest influence came from the galvanizing power of their 
personal stories.

Among the earliest of these witness-advocates were Mitch Kurman, a 
Westport, Connecticut, furniture salesman, and his wife, Betty, whose fifteen-
year-old son, David, died in a 1965 summer camp canoeing accident. David and 
several other campers, under camp supervision, had been shooting the rapids on a 

Maryland Captain David Street and PFD Panda promoting life 
jacket wear.
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challenging stretch of Maine’s Penobscot River called Passamaquoddy Falls when 
the canoe carrying David overturned. The boy tumbled into the churning waters 
and hurtled downstream, where his body was discovered three days later. None of 
the campers had been wearing a life jacket, and local police officials testified that 
the canoes the camp had provided were not designed for shooting rapids.

The Kurmans launched a campaign for laws establishing safety standards for 
summer camps. Legislators always gave them a sympathetic ear. “Here I am 
in their office, telling them about my boy who drowned. What else can they 
say?” Mitch Kurman told the Washington Post’s Colman McCarthy.7 But thirty 
years after the Kurmans began their long campaign, supporters pointed out that 
numerous wildlife species enjoyed more vigorous federal protection than children 
in summer camps. The American Camping Association published an extensive 
set of guidelines for safe boating in camps and maintained a voluntary accredi-
tation program, but by 2002 only about 2,300 of the nation’s 12,000 day and 
overnight camps could claim that accreditation. Some, like those run by the Boy 
Scouts, did not seek it because they had their own accreditation process.8

The Kurmans encountered not only resistance bred of institutional self-interest 
but something perhaps even stronger—a fierce opposition to federal control based 
on principle alone. The great outdoors, in particular, was still considered to be 
a place where Americans could get away from all the rules. It was a preserve for 
free spirits: a nag-free zone where one could shed the strictures of the workaday 
world and engage the primal, character-building forces of nature. Risk was not a 
danger to be minimized but an attraction to be courted and even celebrated. The 
Kurmans achieved limited success—the publicity they generated caused many 
parents to look more closely into summer camps, and in the 1970s, Connecticut 
officials appointed Mitch to the state’s Camp Safety Advisory Board.

The case of the Archer and Roberson families in Alabama, however, had a 
dramatically different outcome. In May 1993, four-year-old Lauren Archer was 
killed by a boater, just eighteen days after Charlie Grimsley, new commissioner 
of conservation and natural resources, took office. A few weeks later, Lauren’s 
parents, Randy and Susan Archer, sent Grimsley a picture of their daughter.

The commissioner had been moved by the girl’s death, but now he became 
energized for action. And when two sisters, Katelyn and Ashleigh Roberson—five 

Thirty years after the Kurmans began their long 
campaign, supporters pointed out that numerous 
wildlife species enjoyed more vigorous federal 
protection than children in summer camps. 
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and nine years old, respectively—were killed in August, Grimsley and the depart-
ment’s director and long-time boating law administrator William Garner became 
a team dedicated to working with the girls’ parents for tougher boating and BUI 
laws. The two officials and the parents shared deep religious convictions, view-
ing their cause not as their own initiative but, as Grimsley said, “God’s plan.” 
“We spent a lot of time on our knees,” he recalled, “asking God to touch people’s 
hearts and get the job done.”9

With funding from the commissioner’s own pocket, the department produced 
a powerful movie, Dead in the Water, that included interviews with the girls’ 
parents and ended with a roll call of Alabama’s twenty-seven boating fatalities in 
1993. Grimsley delivered copies to the entire state legislature and saw to it that 
the film received wide public exposure. The strategy worked. Citizens sent more 
than 40,000 letters to their representatives expressing support for new boat-
ing laws. “This thing has gone way beyond citizens just pushing for a law,” said 
Grimsley, as the lawmakers deliberated in the winter of 1994. “It’s a movement.”10 
And it was a tough law his department proposed. “We made a commitment to 
the families that we would rather see a meaningful package fail than a meaning-
less package succeed,” Grimsley declared.

On April 28, Governor Jim Folsom, Jr., put Alabama in the forefront of the 
nation’s boating safety movement when he signed into law, before a room full of 

Portland, Oregon, pool session at the National Safe Boating Council 
Education Seminar in 1994.
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misty-eyed observers, the Alabama Boating Safety Reform Act of 1994, thereafter 
renamed the Roberson-Archer Act in honor of the girls and their families. Of the 
131 legislators who voted on the bill, only seven had opposed it. It created a new 
class of crime, vehicular homicide by boat; set a blood alcohol level of .10 for legal 
intoxication with penalties for refusal to take a breathalyzer test; mandated PFD 
wear for children under age eight on any vessel and for all operators of PWCs, 
regardless of age; required that boaters complete a safety education program; and, 
most dramatically, tied that education requirement to a mandatory boat opera-
tor’s license through an endorsement on the state’s driver’s license. Alabama’s was 
the strongest boating law then in force anywhere in the United States and the first 
to require a revocable operator’s license. Bill Garner added a dozen officers to the 
department’s Marine Police Division to help with new enforcement and education 
activities.11

Alabama Department of Conservation and Natural Resources director Bill 
Garner had been walking around for years with, as Grimsley put it, a “dusty 
old file under his arm” containing a wealth of data and experience, including 
accounts of tragic accidents. What the situation required was not more informa-
tion but an emotional rallying point, one so powerful that it could lift politicians 
over entrenched obstacles to reform. In the little girls’ deaths, in the organizers’ 
religious faith, and in a highly skilled media campaign, Alabama officials found a 
way to shorten the long run to boating safety in their state. Others had taken the 
same route with varying degrees of success. But the stunning accomplishment of 

Pennsylvania Boating Education Specialist Virgil Chambers provides hands-on 
training to U.S. Army Corps of Engineers personnel. 
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the Alabama reformers inspired others who also tried to turn their personal loss 
into society’s gain.

Ken and Bambi Dixey of Colorado traveled to Washington, D.C., in May 
2001 to tell Congress, as well as a packed hearing room and several TV cameras, 
how their two sons had died from CO poisoning the previous summer while 
swimming around a houseboat. How could the government, asked the Dixeys, 
allow manufacturers to produce houseboats that ventilated exhaust into a cavity 
beneath the swim platform? In part, the answer lay in existing law that limited 
USCG’s ability to issue recalls to vessels within five years of manufacture. Most 
of the offending houseboats, including the one that had killed the Dixey boys, 
were older than that. BoatU.S. and other safety advocates pressured Congress to 
expand the recall time to ten years after the date of manufacture, and Congress 
responded with a new law to that effect in the fall of 2002.

The dangers of CO poisoning on recreational boats persisted, but the publicity 
generated by the Dixeys’ Capitol Hill testimony raised the issue to a new level of 
awareness. BoatU.S.’s Consumer Protection Bureau kept up the pressure by citing 
a National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) and USCG 
survey finding that the “station wagon effect,” or the pulling back into the cabin 
of exhaust fumes by a forward-moving vessel, occurred in nine out of ten cruisers 
tested. Government statistics on CO poisoning, said BoatU.S., revealed that 113 
deaths and 458 poisonings had occurred on or near recreational boats between 
1985 and 2005.12

USCG led an effort by ABYC and the National Marine Manufacturers 
Association (NMMA) to address the CO emissions problem. NMMA noted 
the extensive efforts by marine engineers, through improved exhaust systems, to 
reduce CO emissions and ventilate them as far away from the vessel as mechani-
cally feasible. Both NMMA and NBSAC agreed that the marine environment 
posed special challenges for engineering solutions. These included the degrading 
effects of saltwater on metal and the pounding and vibration of water travel.13 
Meanwhile, states took measures to ban such practices as “teak surfing,” or hang-
ing onto the wooden swim platform while being towed behind a moving boat, 
that had killed several youngsters through CO poisoning and ramped up their 
educational campaigns about CO exposure.

Those seeking safety-related design or construction changes had to operate 
within the framework of the original FBSA of 1971, which set as its criterion for 
standard setting and recall only those aspects of a boat’s construction that could 
be statistically shown to increase the risk of fatalities and injuries. Absent such 
proof, there was no federal authority to require a change in standards. In effect, 
the law did not establish a “ceiling” of high standards but a “floor” of minimum 
safety requirements based not on the anticipation of possible or even likely harm 
to boaters but on a statistically proven past record of fatalities and injuries. With 
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USCG participation, the American Boat and Yacht Council (ABYC) set the “ceil-
ing” for U.S. boat builders, while actual regulatory intervention by USCG was 
keyed to violations at the “floor” level.

The floor seemed to perform quite well. Jeff Hoedt, Chief of USCG’s Boating 
Safety Division, noted that “in a recent review of our 2007 statistics, we looked 
to see if there was any correlation between deaths and injuries reported and a fail-
ure to comply with the Coast Guard’s manufacturing standards, and we found 
none.”14 Still, industry adoption of ABYC’s high standards spread, and by 2007 
NMMA required all of its members to sign on to a joint NMMA-ABYC certifi-
cation program. The ABYC standards remain strictly voluntary.

The recent internationalization of the recreational boating industry has exposed 
a weakness in this system. In order to sell their products in Canada and Europe, 
American boat builders have had to meet the “high ceiling” standards set by 

USCG Commandant 
Admiral James 
Loy discusses boat-
ing safety initia-
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Boating Week.
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the International Standards Organization (ISO) and adopted by Canadian and 
European authorities. On the other hand, foreign boat builders legally need only 
satisfy the United States’ minimal “floor” standards as set out in the Code of 
Federal Regulations—not the ABYC standards—in order to sell their boats in 
the U.S. market.

Notwithstanding such international problems, said Dave Marlow, Director of 
Product Integrity for the Brunswick Boating Group and chair of ABYC’s board 
of directors, “The voluntary standards process has turned into a very collegial, 
extremely caring, inventive, state-of-the-art process that is utilized by industry, by 
government, by consumers, and by surveyors. Why it works, I don’t know. But 
everyone checks their hat for special interests at the door. They give their time, 
their money, their efforts, their testing, and their data for the good of the safety of 
the boating public.”15

While some boating hazards stemmed from design or construction flaws, 
others had little to do with a vessel’s soundness. In March 1998, Libby Cornett 
sat down with a USCG representative who switched on a tape recorder so she 
could hear a distress call taped in December 1997 off the coast of Charleston, 
South Carolina. Ms. Cornett listened carefully through the static and discerned a 
familiar teenage voice: “May . . ., Mayday, U.S. Coast Guard, come in.” It was her 
thirteen-year-old son, Danny. Danny, his older brother, and a fourteen-year-old 
cousin had headed out on the Intracoastal Waterway (ICW) from a marina near 

Robert Burnside, Chair, NSBC (Red Cross National Small Craft Director), is 
shown at podium in the early 1970s, 
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Myrtle Beach on December 27, bound for Jacksonville, Florida. The brothers’ 
father skippered the 34-foot sailboat, Morning Dew, south towards Charleston. 
The next day a salvage master spotted Morning Dew still on the ICW on Winyah 
Bay, about halfway to Charleston, but seemingly headed off the ICW and toward 
the open ocean.

At two o’clock the following morning, December 29, a USCG watch stander 
in Charleston was getting coffee in another room when he heard a VHF radio 
call on channel 16, the channel reserved for emergencies. He couldn’t make out 
the words but returned to his radio and broadcast a reply, then repeated it. There 
was no answer. A few minutes later his radio crackled again unintelligibly, possi-
bly from the same caller, so once again the watch stander broadcast two replies. 
Again, there was no answer. Perhaps it was just someone testing a radio.

At about 6:25 that morning a cargo ship notified USCG that it had heard cries 
for help coming from the water on the north side of the entrance to Charleston 
Harbor but could see nothing in the dark and the rain. Palmetto State, a pilot 
boat leading the cargo ship into the harbor, searched the area for half an hour 
but could not find anything. Since Palmetto was already on the scene, USCG did 
not dispatch any of its own vessels. At 11:15 a.m., a police officer called USCG 
to report two bodies that had washed up on the shore, and shortly afterwards 
another pilot boat announced that it had spotted a mast sticking out of the water 
near the north harbor jetty. Just before one o’clock in the afternoon, a USCG 
helicopter located a third body floating in the water. Now all three boys had been 
found. The skipper’s body did not turn up until three weeks later, near the light-
house on Sullivan’s Island in Charleston Harbor.

Ms. Cornett was appalled by what appeared to her to have been a casual 
response by USCG to her son’s life-and-death Mayday call. USCG, too, was 
frustrated by chronic underfunding and by the relatively unsophisticated state of 
its communications equipment for search-and-rescue (SAR) missions. Said one 
internal USCG briefing in 1999, “Most recreational boaters would be alarmed 
to learn how fragile this weak link is in our search-and-rescue system. As matters 
now stand, there is a vast disparity between the communications capability that 
the public thinks we have and the communications system that we do have.”16

Ms. Cornett sued USCG, Congress held hearings, and NTSB investigated. 
NTSB found major fault with the boat’s skipper, an experienced boatman who, 
it determined, had been exhausted and hypothermic when he either made a deci-
sion to head out on the open sea with a vessel ill-equipped for such travel, or 
badly misread his charts and the numerous buoy markers indicating the route of 
the ICW south of Myrtle Beach and wound up by mistake in the Atlantic during 
stormy weather. NTSB found lesser fault with USCG for its lax and poorly coor-
dinated response to Morning Dew’s distress. And when Ms. Cornett subsequently 
won a $19 million lawsuit against USCG, the service acted quickly to upgrade 
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its antiquated SAR communications system. U.S. District Court Judge David 
Norton’s words had stung. “This tragedy was avoidable,” he ruled. “It was not 
an angry sea or cruel weather that impeded the Coast Guard’s ability to rescue 
Morning Dew’s passengers. It was human error, the impetuous termination of a 
search and rescue mission.”17

USCG’s new system, dubbed Rescue 21, had its first real test in Ocean City, 
Maryland, a few weeks before its official debut on December 22, 2005. Three 
fishermen capsized in the fast-moving tidal currents in the Ocean City inlet and 
broadcast a short Mayday call before communications were lost. In USCG’s 
previous system, the DF—or direction-finding—capability kicked in only if 
the distress call lasted at least 10 seconds. That problem had, in part, hindered 
the service’s SAR response to Morning Dew eight years earlier. But after a quick 
search of the inlet turned up no sign of the capsized anglers, USCG watch stand-
ers switched on their still “unofficial” Rescue 21 system with its quicker, upgraded 
DF capability and used a replay of one of the distress calls to find the location 
of its broadcasting. Within twenty-one minutes of the original Mayday call, a 
USCG crew found the men clinging to their overturned boat in 60-degree water 
three miles from the location of the original call.

Technical and logistical problems, such as obtaining permits to erect the tall 
signal relay towers that Rescue 21 required, delayed full implementation of the 

A side-by-side boarding technique often used to check required equipment during 
a law enforcement stop.
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system well beyond what USCG had intended and far beyond its original cost 
estimates. Scheduled for full, nationwide operations by 2007, Rescue 21 had 
been implemented in just under half of all USCG districts by that date, while 
its costs had ballooned from an early estimate of $250 million to $710 million. 
Nevertheless, the new system proved itself when Hurricane Katrina struck the 
Gulf Coast in late August 2005, wiping out USCG’s New Orleans station. Rescue 
21 included a backup system for just such emergencies. USCG personnel soon 
deployed the mobile Disaster Recovery System with its portable, telescoping 
signal tower and resumed rescue work with the myriad ships struggling in the 
aftermath of the catastrophic storm.18

In USCG’s experience, about half of all recreational boaters who called for 
assistance did not know their position within five to twenty-five miles of their 
actual location.19 That problem underscored the importance of another commu-
nications technology called EPIRB, or Emergency Position-Indicating Radio 
beacon, which the Ocean City fishermen had not used. EPIRBs were not radios 
but battery-operated devices that, when activated, sent out a signal that guided 
rescuers to the exact location of the EPIRB and the boat—or the crew, if the boat 
had sunk and the crew had remembered to grab the EPIRB. In the late 1970s, 
the FCC made EPIRB frequencies available for recreational boats—commercial 

Local sheriff conducts a recreational boating safety check in 2007.
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and military craft had been using them for years—and the devices gradually 
gained in reliability and accuracy.

The earliest units’ signals could be picked up for 200 miles by passing aircraft 
or rescue boats, but the latest EPIRB models sent signals directly to a satellite that 
could relay the device’s position as well as other, pre-encoded identifying infor-
mation back to a land base and, from there, to all relevant rescue craft. Similar 
technology called DSC, or Digital Selective Calling signaling, also enhanced the 
value of older VHF radio communications by making caller identity and GPS 
(Global Positioning System) location data available at the push of a button.

At $800 to $1,500 each, EPIRBs were expensive. To make them more acces-
sible, the BoatU.S. Foundation used partial USCG funding to start an EPIRB 
rental program in 1995. Boaters could use one of the devices for about $35 per 
weekend, an initiative that the foundation estimated had saved at least forty-nine 
lives by 2007.20 One of the twenty-one instances of EPIRB activation recorded 
by foundation renters during those years occurred on the night of May 6, 2003, 
when a 30-foot sloop, Southern Breeze, struck an object off the Florida coast that 
dislodged its rudder and opened a hole in the hull. As water poured into the hold, 
the three crew members, Fernando and Vickie Daleccio and Gary Crayne, acti-
vated an EPIRB they had rented from the BoatU.S. Foundation for $50—the 
price had risen since 1995.

In just over an hour Southern Breeze had disappeared beneath the surface, and 
the crew’s only other communications equipment, a handheld VHF radio, was 
waterlogged and useless. But the EPIRB signal reached USCG personnel, who 
called BoatU.S.’s twenty-four-hour Dispatch Center to identify the vessel. Due 
to low visibility conditions, USCG rescuers had to use night vision goggles to 
see precisely where the three survivors were bobbing in the water as they held 
onto each other to ward off hypothermia, but the EPIRB signal made the rescue 
possible.

Another catastrophe early in the new century was less easily managed and 
raised new questions about the role of USCG and the kind of regulations that 
should govern recreational boating. The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, 
in New York and on the Pentagon, and the downed aircraft in Pennsylvania that 
had likely been heading to a Washington, D.C., target, exposed the United States 
mainland to its first foreign hostilities in nearly 200 years. Not since the War of 
1812 had an enemy force wrought destruction on the Nation’s Capitol. Daily life 
for Americans suddenly changed, with no foreseeable end to the new vigilance 
that the “war on terrorism” demanded.21

USCG was profoundly affected by the government’s new priorities. On 
November 25, 2002, President George W. Bush signed legislation creating a 
new cabinet-level agency, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), which 
combined twenty-two government departments in the largest reorganization 
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of government since the creation of the Department of Defense a half-
century earlier. On February 25, 2003, USCG officially became part of DHS. 
Department of Transportation Secretary Norman Minetta declared during the 
transfer ceremony, “Our nation faces a maritime threat unmatched in the capa-
bility of mass destruction. Where once the threat was illegal whiskey or rum, 
now it is the shipping container with a nuclear device or a biological pathogen.”22

Secretary Minetta realized that small boats also posed a new security threat. 
Ever since terrorists had rammed a deadly load of explosives into the hull of the 
U.S.S. Cole in Yemen’s port city of Aden in 2000, it was clear that ordinary recre-
ational boats could be used as weapons. The blow amidships to the destroyer left 
a 40-foot by 60-foot hole and killed seventeen sailors, demonstrating the vulner-
ability of even a mighty warship to suicidal attackers. The government subse-
quently reexamined its waterway rules governing small craft in the United States, 
and USCG summoned the major recreational boating organizations to a meet-
ing in Washington, D.C., to discuss the issue. The meeting was scheduled for 
September 11, 2001, but was cancelled when news of the World Trade Center 
attacks began to spread at the end of the morning rush hour on the East Coast.

With the airplane and the pleasure boat now defined as potential weapons, 
airline passengers and recreational boaters confronted new government security 

NSBC Chair William Selden (second from right) joins President Bush (center) 
and other boating safety leaders at the White House during National Safe 
Boating Week 2001.  From left to right, Bill Griswold, Mike Wilson, Thom 
Dammrich, Admiral James Loy, President Bush, Transportation Secretary 
Norman Mineta, Ray Scott, Scott Swamby, Bob Cobb, Veronica Floyd, Ed 
Carter, William Selden, and Virgil Chambers.
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measures. There were many kinks that took time to sort out as passengers and 
transport officials adjusted to the “post 9/11” environment. Boaters in Florida and 
on the Great Lakes, for instance, found themselves undergoing complicated and 
vexing re-entry procedures after what had formerly been routine day trips to the 
Bahamas or Canada.

In 2005, Jim Ellis of BoatU.S. told a congressional subcommittee about the 
time-consuming snafus he had encountered when he returned to Florida from 
a boat trip to the Bahamas. These included clearing through customs at West 
Palm Beach and a subsequent, mandatory visit in person to immigration offices 
at West Palm Beach Airport. The entire process, including long periods of time 
spent on hold while phoning government offices, took Ellis and his wife half a 
day. As U.S. Representative Mark Foley told a group of Florida boaters, “Osama 
bin Laden isn’t going to check in after coming ashore. This isn’t smart homeland 
security—it’s a bureaucratic nightmare.”23 BoatU.S.’s Ellis urged passage of legis-
lation that would employ new scanners and identification technology to make 
it easier for ordinary boaters to enjoy their usual activities on the water without 
sacrificing security.

The expansion of USCG’s military mission created a tension between its new 
national security role and its traditional functions on behalf of recreational boat-
ers. Those functions had been challenged before, in the 1980s, by USCG’s 
heightened role in drug interdiction and by calls for privatization that succeeded 
in commercializing USCG Auxiliary’s non-emergency assist activities. But the 
war on terror also drew in state marine police, requiring them to do what USCG 
had once done mostly on its own—patrolling harbors, refineries, airports, power 
plants, and waterways around military bases. States began to lose trained enforce-
ment personnel to federal security agencies that offered higher pay and benefits 
packages. Late in 2005, Maine’s marine patrol force had fallen 20 percent below 
its full complement, South Carolina was 30 percent short, and California’s 
reduced ranks of boating officers were spending nearly 30 percent of their time 
on homeland security patrols.24

USCG Admirals reassured safety advocates that they would try to balance 
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their service’s security and safety assignments rather than subordinate one to 
the other. In such an environment, USCG Auxiliary also found itself seek-
ing a balance between its traditional education and vessel examination roles, 
on the one hand, and new calls from its parent service to assist in operational 
missions relating to homeland security on the other. Gene Seibert, the Auxiliary’s 
national commodore, acknowledged in 2006 that the Auxiliary’s increased role 
in operational support had led to “mission creep, with the end-result being an 
even greater imbalance between our 0perational and recreational boating safety 
missions.” Commodore Seibert vowed to restore and maintain balance, not just 
because most Auxiliarists had joined the organization in the first place because 
of their interest in boating safety but also because those activities “save lives and 
sustain our presence in the boating community.”25

New security needs and, after 2003, wars in Iraq and Afghanistan drew heav-
ily on federal finances. But thanks to the fiscal foresight built into the Wallop-
Breaux fund, support remained available for boating safety and boating facilities 
improvement and had been regularly reauthorized by Congress every five years 
since 1984. For fiscal years 1989 to 1993, for example, $167.25 million was 
appropriated in matching grants to states, and $202.25 million was appropriated 
in the 1994 to 1998 period. The Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century, 
or “TEA-21,” enacted in 1998, provided the next reauthorization for Wallop-
Breaux funding and for the first time guaranteed a minimum annual level of 
$59 million and a maximum annual level of $71.6 million for boating safety. 
Even at the minimum level, which was the level set for fiscal years 1999 and 
2000, the states received the highest annual amount of federal assistance they 
had ever received. NASBLA officials George Stewart and Ed Carter had reason 
to feel gratified. “We truly believe,” they wrote their colleagues in 2000, “this is a 
federal/state partnership for other federal/state programs to emulate.”26

State budgets rose and fell in response to local as well as larger circumstances, 
but the states generally more than matched the contributions they received 
from Wallop-Breaux through USCG. By late 1992, for instance, state funding 
for boating safety averaged nearly five dollars for every federal dollar received. 
Illinois, Connecticut, Minnesota, Missouri, Nevada, and several other states 
used Wallop-Breaux funds to support BUI initiatives, while other states targeted 
enforcement of PWC violations; hired seasonal personnel for safety education 
and other tasks; improved their boat titling and registration systems; tackled 
thorny “multiple use” conflicts in crowded waters; constructed safety kiosks and 
other displays; sent officers to accident investigation and other training programs; 
and purchased boats, trailers, and outboard motors to replace aging stock. 

In Minnesota, Boat and Water Safety Specialist Tim Smalley continued to 
explore new media possibilities. Aided by Wallop-Breaux funding, he teamed 
with a professional angler, “Tackle” Terry Tuma, to produce podcasts on fishing 
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in which he and Tuma interwove angling tips with safety information. Similarly, 
Smalley turned to YouTube.com to circulate short, catchy videos on a wide range 
of topics, from ice fishing and cold water immersion to PWCs and BUI. 

In 2002, the National Boating Safety Advisory Council, which advised USCG 
on recreational boating safety matters, NASBLA, USCG Auxiliary, USPS, the 
National Boating Federation, and other major boating groups threw their support 
behind a new initiative to increase and amend Wallop-Breaux funding. The 
effort coincided with the next reauthorization of the historic account, scheduled 
for 2003, and aimed to achieve a 50-50 split of boat fuel tax revenues between 
the Boat Safety Account and the Sport Fish Restoration Account, the two major 
components of Wallop-Breaux.27

 The existing formula, which allotted a percentage of those tax revenues to the 
anglers’ account and a fixed amount to the boaters’ account, had started out in 
1984 generating roughly equal amounts for the two. But as years passed and boat 
fuel tax revenues grew, the anglers’ share had grown disproportionately large rela-
tive to the boaters’ fixed amount. Changing to a percentage-based, 50-50 split 
would re-establish the original balance in the assignment of funding. A related 
and equally important aim was to recapture for boating purposes the remain-
ing 4.8 cents of the 18.3 cent-per-gallon federal fuel tax that still went into the 
government’s general fund. Anglers, too, supported this particular reform.

Ironically, the very success of the Wallop-Breaux funding mechanism, which 
by 2005 generated about half a billion dollars annually, created problems for 
boating safety advocates. Every new session of Congress brought legislators 
unfamiliar with or unsympathetic to the Wallop-Breaux legislation, who had 
their own constituencies and agendas to service and who could not help but 
glance enviously at the funding allotted for anglers and boaters. As NASBLA’s 
George Stewart put it, “Many viewed with serious concern that the ‘General 
Tax Revenue’ was being directed to this special interest group, ‘the recre-
ational boater.’” Similar concerns had led Rep. Mario Biaggi to seek a secure, 
“earmarked” source of support for boaters at the end of the 1970s.

During the recession of the early 1990s, a staff member on the House 
Committee on Merchant Marine and Fisheries warned anglers and boaters about 
“the climate in Congress” regarding Wallop-Breaux. The fund’s size, said the staffer, 
“has begun to attract the attention of Congressional committees which histori-
cally have shown little interest in the Program. Their basic sentiment was: ‘That’s 
a lot of money for sport fish restoration; can’t we take a little of that money to pay 
for this or that important program?’ As the Wallop-Breaux pot continues to grow,” 
the staffer concluded, defending it “has become an increasingly difficult job.”28 It 
became an even more challenging job a few years later when boaters began to agree 
that too much boat fuel tax money was being spent to support angling, and that the 
distribution formula in Wallop-Breaux was basically unfair to them.
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TEA-21 expired on September 30, 2003, just six months after the United 
States invaded Iraq. The next five-year reauthorization for Wallop-Breaux was 
imbedded in a controversial highway bill, however, so Congress simply contin-
ued the funds without addressing the changes in the allocation formula that 
boat safety advocates sought. After nearly two years of intense lobbying work by 
groups such as the American League of Anglers and Boaters (ALAB), Congress 
passed a new law titled “Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation 
Equity Act: A Legacy for Users,” or SAFETEA-LU. On July 29, 2005, President 
Bush signed it into law as part of the $268.5 billion Highway Bill.

Representatives Clay Shaw of Florida and Don Young of Alaska and Senators 
Trent Lott of Mississippi and Herb Kohl of Wisconsin were among those who, 
with the support of more than thirty boating and angling organizations that 
comprised ALAB, guided SAFETEA-LU through Congress. Crucial to a 
successful outcome had been the ability of boaters and anglers, whose various 
groups were represented in ALAB, to hammer out their differences in pursuit 
of higher, shared purposes, just as they had done in 1984 to support the original 
Wallop-Breaux legislation. The new law reauthorized the Wallop-Breaux fund, 
officially called the Sport Fish Restoration and Boating Trust Fund, through 
2009. The change meant an annual dollar increase in the fund of about $110 

WilliamSelden, NSBC chairman, at 2001 North American Safe Boating Campaign 
kickoff event along the waterfront in the nation’s capital, Washington, D.C.
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million. Additionally, SAFETEA-LU required that the boat safety and sport fish 
accounts each receive funding on a percentage basis.29

Boaters did not achieve the desired 50-50 fuel tax split with anglers. Sport fish-
ing received 57 percent of the entire funding, while 18.5 percent went to boating 
safety grants. The remaining percentages were allocated to other Wallop-Breaux 
water-related programs for conserving coastal wetlands; building and main-
taining boating facilities such as ramps and docks; promoting sanitary boat 
pump-out facilities to ensure clean water; and educational outreach. Boating’s 
percentage of Wallop-Breaux funds under SAFETEA-LU was smaller than safety 
advocates had hoped for but still represented a major victory. It increased federal 
grant support by more than $56 million in just one year, from $64 million in 
2005 to over $100 million in 2006.30

Increased support hardly ended Congressional scrutiny. Indeed, it raised 
the pressure on boating safety officials to show legislators that the money they 
had authorized and the new appropriations mechanisms they had set in place 
were producing results. Shortly after the passage of SAFETEA-LU, represen-
tatives from the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and the General 
Accountability Office (GAO), the federal government’s spending oversight agen-
cies, asked USCG how large a reduction in boating fatalities and injuries would 
result from the additional monies that the new law made available. “We were 
all given the responsibility,” said Jeff Hoedt of USCG’s Office of Boating Safety, 
“not only to continue our boating safety efforts but also to enhance them.” The 

Boating safety friends and advocates join Peanuts’ Snoopy along the 
Washington, D.C., waterfront to launch the 2001 National Safe Boating Week 
life jacket campaign.
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federally-sponsored National Recreational Boating Safety Program, an umbrella 
effort involving virtually all grant recipients and key organizations in the national 
safe boating field, needed a strategic plan.31 The days of simply circulating 
brochures, showing safety films, or putting up posters were long gone. Boating 
safety had entered the era of measurement, accountability, and “the bottom line.”

Boat safety professionals responded in two major ways. First, they targeted 
their interventions toward problems that they had carefully studied, aiming 
specific programs or activities at particular at-risk groups in order to achieve 
demonstrable results. Second, they established many partnerships, associations, 
joint projects, and team efforts that helped create a fresh perspective on the boat-
ing safety mission. Safety concerns that once had been incidental to Americans’ 
recreation on the water became, increasingly, an ongoing and integral part of the 
outdoors experience. Safety awareness, once thought of in terms of preambles, 
warnings, and reminders, began to merge into boaters’ larger vision of their activ-
ities as a central component of boat handling and boating know-how.

 This important perceptual shift began subtly, with little fanfare or recognition, 
and almost unacknowledged by the boating safety community itself. But gradu-
ally, safety professionals replaced older notions of recreation that had cast safety as 
a compromise with adventure with newer approaches that made safety an enhancer 
of that experience. In Ohio, for example, Pam Dillon, who later became chair of 
NSBC, ran a rigorous, week-long Boating Adventure Camp that taught teenag-
ers sailing, canoeing, and kayaking skills, complete with safety techniques such 
as recovering from capsizes and rollovers. After all, football players had long since 
accepted helmets, mouth guards, and padding with no apparent damage to their 
tough, gladiator image. Why should boaters accept any lesser standard for their 

Captain William "Griz" Griswold, Chief of the Office of Boating Safety, makes 
a point at the Western States Boating Law Administrator meeting.  Griz contin-
ued his career after retiring from the USCG, serving as a volunteer with the 
Coast Guard Auxiliary and as Chair of the National Safe Boating Council from 
2002-2003.
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own self-protection? What supposed law of nature had equated the notion of adven-
ture with a deliberate exposure to gratuitous injury? Why, in other words, should a 
safe day on the water have to mean a less adventurous one?

Adventure versus safety sounded a bit like freedom versus responsibility—
a perceived tradeoff that remained a core conflict in American life as well as in 
American recreation. But the new attitude suggested that this need not be the case. 
One could have both, in balance, without detracting from the enjoyment of the 
outdoors. 

 In fall 2002, USCG funded a survey that involved a team effort by USCG 
Auxiliary, USPS, and a private research firm. The idea was to figure out why some 
of boating safety’s major efforts, such as the Vessel Safety Check program, various 
boating safety education courses, BUI prevention programs, and PFD wear had 
seemingly “hit a wall”—or, as USCG Office of Boating Safety’s John Malatak put 
it in the new social marketing parlance, why those initiatives “have not achieved 
the market penetration needed to create widespread behavior change.”32 Though 
the number of annual boating fatalities nationally had dipped below 700 twice, in 
2001 (681) and 2004 (676), they generally hovered around 700, which began to 
look like a stubborn statistical obstacle. Other statistical barriers also seemed stuck 

Kim Jackson of Idaho Parks and Recreation uses NSBC’s Boating Safety Sidekicks 
to help promote safe boating and life jacket wear to youth.
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at an irreducible level, such as the roughly 70 percent of boaters who did not wear 
PFDs and the approximately 60 percent who had never taken a boating course.

The first order of business was to start fresh and learn more about the “target 
audience.” The 2002 survey revealed a large disparity between boaters’ percep-
tions of their safety and safety officials’ perceptions. Most boaters, for instance, 
felt that they were safe enough already and therefore in no urgent need of addi-
tional information. They were not very interested in changing any of their behav-
ior. More tellingly, boaters tended to equate safety with the possession of safety 
equipment, such as life jackets, radios, and fire extinguishers, rather than with 
behavior. They felt safe enough if they had purchased life jackets and carried 
them aboard, despite plentiful research—which they perhaps did not know 
about—showing it was the wearing of a PFD, not merely having it on board, that 
saved lives when something happened suddenly and without warning, as was 
usually the case in an accident. And if they did not really know how to use the 
fire extinguisher, well, they would read the instructions and figure it out if and 
when they had to.33

Malatak also observed that boating safety advocates had themselves made it 
difficult for boaters to change their behavior. “We’re challenged by the number 
of messages we sometimes try to communicate simultaneously. Wear your life 
jacket, don’t drink and boat, be aware of carbon monoxide poisoning, take a 
boating class, stop teak surfing, slow down, watch out for that propeller, don’t 
spill gas in the bay, and so on.” Such “concept clutter” interfered with boaters’ 
retention of safety information, which in turn hindered behavior change. “We 
have to be ruthless,” Malatak advised, “about simplifying the goals of our market-
ing. What are we trying to get people to do? The more simply and directly we can 
articulate that, the more results we’re likely to achieve.”34

Using what they called a “target and test” approach, officials from the Florida 
Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission narrowed that state’s large boat-
ing audience to males between the ages of twenty-five and sixty-four in just one 
county, Lee County, which ranked among Florida’s top ten counties for boating 
accidents. And since collisions with fixed objects or with other vessels accounted 
for 65 percent of accidents, officials decided to aim at operator inattentiveness as 
the behavior they would try to change in their pilot safety campaign. “‘Pay atten-
tion while boating’—we knew this would be a difficult message to get across, but 
we were determined to stick to that message,” said Brian Rehwinkle, who helped 
design and carry out the program.35

A professional media consultant helped officials identify the best time and 
frequency for the delivery of their message on TV and radio, while traditional 
publicity sources such as state and local law enforcement officers, USPS, and 
USCG Auxiliary also got the word out to the identified “demographic.” In the 
end, though, safety officials could not resist the opportunity to tack on a couple 



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy166166 The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy

of additional reminders concerning BUI (“Alcohol and boating really don’t mix, 
so save it for later”) and PFD wear (“Develop a life jacket habit”) to their primary 
message, “Always know what is going on around your boat.”

Officials pointed out that the program’s short-term goal was increasing boater 
awareness, not reducing the accident rate, which remained a long-term goal. But 
boater awareness was hard to gauge, and therefore program effectiveness also was 
difficult to assess, at least in the short term. But if officials were correct in figur-
ing that inattentiveness was a major causative factor in boat collisions, a correla-
tion between a lower collision rate and the program’s message output would lend 
support to a conclusion that the program had increased boaters’ awareness. The 
additional messages that officials had included regarding BUI and PFDs would 
confound any clear conclusions about the role of increased awareness, however.

In 2003, prior to the pilot program, Lee County had registered forty-four 
reportable accidents, twenty-one of which were collisions and five of which were 
attributed primarily to operator carelessness.36 In 2005, the first year of the pilot 
program, Lee County registered twenty-three reportable boating accidents, thir-
teen of which were collisions and nine of which were attributed primarily to 
operator carelessness or inattention. But it was not clear from the statistical tables 
whether all or just some of the nine instances of inattention were connected with 
the collisions or with some other type of accident like capsizing or fire.

The same was true for the following year’s statistics. In 2006, the county expe-
rienced thirty-one accidents, twenty of which were collisions and six of which 
were due to carelessness or inattention. That year, “No proper lookout” was added 
to the list of primary causes of accidents, a category that had not been present in 
the previous year’s tables. And since not having a proper lookout could be classed 
as operator inattention or carlessness, it remained doubtful what conclusions, 
exactly, could be drawn about the pilot study’s effectiveness by comparing year-to-
year statistics.

To further complicate matters, on June 3 and 4, 2006, local, state, and federal 

Using similar social marketing principles, 
and with the assistance of a USCG grant, 
the BoatU.S. Foundation embarked on an 
aggressive campaign in 1999 aimed at one of 
recreational boating’s historically vulnerable 
populations: anglers and hunters. 
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officers conducted a major enforcement campaign aimed at boaters speeding 
in manatee protection zones. It would be difficult to separate the effects of that 
effort from the target messages placed in TV and radio spots put out by Lee 
County officials. Generally, the accident rate declined after the pilot program was 
launched, but it was not clear what was going on with the targeted behavior of 
operator carelessness. The entire experience, said Rehwinkle, had been a learning 
process.

Using similar social marketing principles, and with the assistance of a USCG 
grant, the BoatU.S. Foundation embarked on an aggressive campaign in 1999 
aimed at one of recreational boating’s historically vulnerable populations: anglers 
and hunters. Though this group comprised less than 10 percent of all boaters, it 
accounted for nearly 30 percent of boating fatalities. Alcohol use, capsizing, and 
hypothermia—or “cold water immersion,” an umbrella term that included the 
specific condition of hypothermia—contributed to this high fatality rate, but the 
main factor was reluctance to wear a PFD. If someone fell into cold water and 
could not float, his survival chances diminished rapidly.

 Boating safety groups had already aimed much information toward anglers 
and hunters, but sportsmen’s accident rates remained high. The BoatU.S. 
Foundation had a hunch why that might be so: perhaps neither group had been 
listening much to the other. It was time to stop talking safety, at least for the 
moment, and sit down and listen. So the foundation formed the Sportsman’s 
Forum to do just that. The choice of names was deliberate, for hunters and 
anglers would likely have little interest in a boating safety forum. “We wanted 
them to take notice,” said foundation president Ruth Wood.37

Working with a professional research group, with NASBLA, and with such 
non-boating organizations as the National Rifle Association, Bass Anglers 
Sportsman’s Society, North American Hunting and Fishing Clubs, Ducks 
Unlimited, and Cabela’s, a well-known hunting and fishing outfitter, the 
Sportsman’s Forum invited anglers and hunters to focus groups to hear what 
they had to say about boating safety. The listeners learned that most hunters and 
anglers were well outside the range of the usual boating safety messages. They 
didn’t read boating magazines, didn’t go to boat shows, and didn’t even think of 
themselves as boaters. Despite the fact that a fishing magazine might have lots of 
pictures of boats, to anglers the boat was just a platform for their primary activity. 
Boating safety experts had known this for a long time, of course, but what they 
still needed to find out was how best to reach this group. They knew what did not 
work, but what did work? What would get and hold their attention? Where did 
they get their information? Whose opinions really mattered to them?

The group soon told them, and before long the Sportsman’s Forum had 
placed print ads in magazines like Game & Fish, Fishing and Hunting News, 
North American Hunter, North American Fisherman, and BASSMASTER. Ads 
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on TV shows such as North American Outdoors, Cabela’s Sportsman’s Quest, and 
Outdoor Americana reached millions of households weekly. Well-known anglers 
Bill Dance and Shaw Grigsby helped promote a safety-oriented fishing booklet 
published by the Sportsman’s Forum, while celebrated hunters Wade Bourne, 
Harold Knight, and David Hale did the same for the forum’s hunting booklet. 
Clearly, the message had been tailored expertly to reach its intended audience in 
ways that they could hear. But did it make a difference in behavior?

As measured purely by annual fatality statistics, the effects of the Sportsman’s 
Forum were disappointing. Between 1999 and 2006, hunting- and fishing-
related boating fatalities fluctuated between about 180 and 225 for fishing and 
6 to 13 for hunting, with no discernible pattern or direction over time. As Ruth 
Wood said, “We are making some progress but it’s really slow. Changing behavior 
really takes years.”38

The Sportsman’s Forum and the American League of Anglers and Boaters, 
which now claimed USPS as a member, were team efforts that reflected as well 
as accelerated the movement toward common goals. “Partnerships are the way of 
the future,” said USPS Chief Commander Theodore H. Smith in 2004, though 
they also had been an important part of boating safety’s past.39

In 1999, USPS started working with the states to adapt its traditional course 
content to states’ particular needs and then manage all the logistics of teach-
ing and testing students. The next year, USPS assisted USCG Auxiliary with 
its Vessel Safety Check program, contributing more than 1,000 certified vessel 
examiners to that effort. In 2001, these two venerable organizations set aside 
their barnacled competition for boating students and cooperated in launch-
ing a new, multimedia, on-line, NASBLA-approved course. Called “America’s 
Boating Course,” the program also engaged two private companies, Boat Ed Inc. 
and Information Spectrum Inc., in a further demonstration of the public-private 
teamwork characteristic of the boating safety field. U.S. Marine, a major boat 
manufacturer, helped underwrite the development of “America’s Boating Course” 
and offered course vouchers to all of its new boat buyers.

These initiatives by USPS and the Auxiliary were partly intended to boost 
recruitment in their own ranks, which had dwindled steadily in recent decades. 
By 2001, USPS was accepting as meeting its own requirements for membership 
a passing performance on the proctored exams of nine states, USCG Auxiliary, 
the American Sailing Association, and the Canadian Power and Sail Squadrons. 
But these decisions also were forward-looking, for they expressed the pattern 
of flexibility, adaptability, and collaboration that was moving most boat safety 
organizations into a widening channel of consensus on such issues as mandatory 
education, BUI, the necessity of PFD wear, and the role of personal watercraft.

In spring 2000, the official entrance of Canadians transformed National Safe 
Boating Week into a new and larger phenomenon that NSBC called the North 
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American Safe Boating Campaign. Media events took place in both Washington, 
D.C., and Ottawa, and the joint effort amplified the work of each nation’s safe 
boating organizations. The Canadian Coast Guard sent CCGSS Griffon, a 
combined buoy tender, ice breaker, and research vessel, to Cleveland to partici-
pate in “safe boating week.” USCG and Ohio officials met the Griffon on Lake 
Erie and escorted it and its contingent of dignitaries into port, where it served 
as the main attraction for 3,000 attendees during the week’s activities. Six years 
later USCG Auxiliary and the Canadian Power and Sail Squadrons agreed to 
work together on such projects as creating a shared vessel safety check program, 
meeting regularly to exchange information, fostering joint membership in their 
respective organizations, and publishing articles about each other’s activities in 
each organization’s respective journals.

The National Safe Boating Council and National Water Safety Congress 
(NWSC), both half-century-old organizations, shared overlapping goals. NSBC, 
now comprised of more than 300 members, had concentrated on improving 
boating safety, while NWSC had focused its efforts on all types of water-based 
recreation. Each organization sponsored a major annual conference at which 
participants presented papers and discussed current safety topics. In 1997, NSBC 
and NWSC abandoned their respective annual conferences and joined in orga-
nizing a single, annual event called the International Boating and Water Safety 
Summit (IBWSS). This event soon became the premier forum for boating and 
water safety advocates in the United States and Canada. The sheer amount of 
data on boating and boaters, the speed with which the Internet dispersed it, and 
the subsequent flourishing of discussions among boating and water safety profes-
sionals advanced a long-standing trend toward collaboration among boating 
safety groups.

As they had for many years, PWCs served as both a challenge and a prov-
ing ground for cooperation on safety issues. Looking back from 2007, veteran 
Wisconsin boating law administrator, former NASBLA president, and NSBC 
chair Dale Morey deemed PWCs one of the best things that had happened to 
boating safety in recent times. The reason, he explained, was that during the 
craft’s shakedown years of the 1980s and 1990s, the problems of PWC opera-
tion and the attempts made to solve them drew everyone’s attention to key safety 

The National Safe Boating Council and 
National Water Safety Congress, both 
half-century-old organizations, shared 
overlapping goals.
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issues such as education, operator experience, and—most importantly in the case 
of PWCs—the vital importance of wearing life jackets. “They broke their legs, 
they ran into each other, they did all kinds of dumb things,” said Morey, “but 
they were floating and somebody could help them, so they didn’t die.”40

The PWC industry also responded with major changes to its product line. By 
2006, manufacturers had built off-throttle steering mechanisms into more than 
80 percent of their models. By then, the substitution of direct-injection 2-stroke 
and 4-stroke engines for the old carbureted models had reduced PWC hydrocar-
bon emissions by 75 percent and slashed engine noise by 70 percent. The most 
popular PWCs had evolved from a one-person vessel to a larger craft that could 
seat a small family. Though many national parks still maintained bans they had 
introduced during 2000-2002 on the “noisy, polluting” craft, the new genera-
tion of PWCs proved more acceptable. Additionally, their dramatic performances 
in rescue missions after Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, where iron railings 
in front of many homes prevented propeller-driven craft from approaching flood 
victims and threatened to puncture inflatable boats, further persuaded the public 
that PWCs were serious vessels and not just adolescent “thrill craft.”41

The connection between the high accident rate for PWCs and states’ adop-
tion of mandatory education concerning their operation was clear. But manda-
tory education also lowered fatalities in other craft. A 2006 NASBLA study 
showed that states with the longest history of boating education requirements had 
the lowest boating fatality rates. As of spring 2007, forty-four of the fifty states 
had enacted some form of mandatory boater education, ranging from requir-
ing only a segment of boaters—such as PWC operators—to complete a course, 
to a requirement that all boaters in the state take a course and be licensed, too. 
Said NASBLA’s executive director John Johnson about the organization’s study, 
“These findings show that our work is paying off in lives saved.”42

Nowhere was the data stronger than in the matter of PFDs. By 2003, NSBC, 
acting in its capacity as coordinator of the annual North American Safe Boating 
Campaign, boiled down numerous catchy and amusing slogans concerning 
PFDs to a blunt command: “Wear It!” The message was as plain as the statistics 
connecting life jacket wear to survival in accidents. Nearly 80 percent of those 
who had died in boating accidents in 2001 had not been wearing life jackets. And 
with two-thirds of all fatal accidents involving a sudden capsizing or fall over-
board, it did little good merely to have a life jacket on board. A life jacket had to 
be on when it was needed, a circumstance that usually arose in the blink of an 
eye. In 1993, NASBLA had passed a resolution in favor of mandating PFD wear 
on open boats such as kayaks and canoes under sixteen feet long. By 2007, most 
states required that children twelve and under wear them while on board most 
recreational vessels, a mandate that USCG had strongly encouraged and actively 
reinforced through its Boating Safety Division.
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USCG and NTSB encouraged debate among safety professionals on the issue 
of requiring PFDs for adults. The idea of donning a life jacket in an emergency 
was a “big ship” idea that did not apply to small boat emergencies, said NASBLA 
president Paul Donheffner in 2000. From a safety viewpoint, mandating PFD 
wear just made sense. “It’s really a no-brainer. Can it be done? Absolutely. Do we 
have the courage? We need to find it.” Donheffner may have been pushing the 
envelope on the mandatory PFD issue, but he remained squarely in step with his 
colleagues on the matter of state control. “I am not, repeat NOT, advocating for 
a federal mandate to the states. We’re not taking that road,” he reassured them. 
Rather than making another rule, USCG could simply re-define its interpreta-
tion of the “readily accessible” carriage requirement for PFDs in small boats and 
canoes to mean PFDs that were actually worn and not just nearby.43

In 2003, the Canadian Safe Boating Council published a comprehensive 
report on mandatory PFD wear legislation in Canada. The results were surpris-
ing. Expecting to find massive public resistance to the idea, researchers instead 
found that the majority of boaters and non-boaters of all ages supported a PFD 
law. Fewer than 9 percent wanted it to apply only to children, and only about 5 
percent of Canadians surveyed said that they would actually defy a mandatory 
PFD law. Moreover, there was little difference in PFD wear rates between those 

Vermont’s Al Buck, boating law administrator, promotes boating safety 
with youth.
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who had taken a boating course and those who had not. Recalling the history 
of public opposition to mandatory automobile seat belt and bicycle helmet use, 
the researchers concluded that PFD legislation “is potentially a powerful inter-
vention.”4 Just as seat belts and bicycle helmets became more comfortable, so 
did PFDs. Fully inflatable PFDs had long offered the best chance of reducing 
the perceived “burden” of wearing them and had been available to consumers 
for many years. But, as had always been the case with PFD product innova-
tions, the challenge of meeting USCG’s strict standards had greatly increased the 
cost of these products and limited their marketability. Inflatable PFDs had been 
approved and in wide usage in Europe since the early 1980s. Many wondered 
why USCG could not give its blessing to the same range of PFD options for U.S. 
boaters.

In 1987, Ralph Steger, Scott Swanby, Carla Evert, and other PFD developers 
organized the Personal Flotation Device Manufacturers Association (PFDMA), 
under the National Marine Manufacturers Association, to coordinate their 
efforts to win USCG approval for fully inflatable PFDs. They met with officials 
in Washington, D.C., to hammer out appropriate standards for these devices. As 
Steger and his colleagues had expected it would, the process proved very compli-
cated as participants debated such details as buoyancy requirements for inflatable 
versions of the various PFD types—I, II, III, and V (Type IV cushions and ring 
buoys were not central to the discussion). What percentage of the population, 
considered in terms of individuals’ weight, would the devices have to turn face-
up, and in how many seconds? At what height and angle would their faces align 
to the water surface? In addition to these thorny performance issues, standards on 
such matters as buckle, strap, and fabric strength, weathering requirements, and 
much else had to be formulated. 

Meanwhile, safety advocates like the University of Florida’s Wayne Williams 
and the BoatU.S. Foundation continued to test and demonstrate the viability of 
fully inflatable PFDs, work that added to the momentum for USCG approval. 
At long last, in 1996, USCG responded favorably and published standards for 
fully inflatable PFDs. However, these were manually inflatable PFDs for which 

Just as seat belts and bicycle helmets became more 
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the user pulled a lanyard triggering a CO2 cylinder and not the fully automatic 
devices that would inflate upon contact with the water (which would dissolve a 
small “pill” cap and thus release the CO2.) By 2007, USCG had approved several 
combined manual/automatic PFDs (automatic, but with a manual option built 
in) but withheld approval of fully automatics pending satisfaction of “fail safe” 

Boating Education Advancement Award was presented by the National Safe 
Boating Council from 1996 through 2007 in “recognition of signifcant contri-
butions toward the goal of safer boating through education.  Sponsored by Coors 
Brewing Company, the award was presented to California Department of 
Boating and Waterways (1996); Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
(1997); Alaska Marine Safety Education Association (1998); 8th USCG 
District “Coastie” (1999); Mississippi Boating Education Puppet Show (2000); 
Commander Bob’s Notebook, Middleton, Wisconsin (2001); Spirit of America, 
Mentor, Ohio (2002); California Department of Boating and Waterways 
(2003); Stark County Park District, Ohio (2004); Cleveland MetroParks 
Institute of the Great Outdoors, Ohio (2005); Lake MetroParks, Ohio (2006); 
and Lower Colorado River Authority, Texas (2007).  
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requirements such as “obvious indicator” seals on the CO2 cylinders—seals that 
alert users if their cylinders are empty.

With such progress came increased options, and costs, for consumers, as well 
as complexity and confusion. Depending on buoyancy and other factors, most 
inflatables were classified as Type III. Others were rated Type V. Manual/auto-
matics were Type V, which usually meant that they were approved only for 
specific purposes and had to be worn to meet carriage requirements. But many 
boaters did not know or understand these details. Some understood all PFDs 
to be basically the same except for their size, style, and color. Others thought 
that Type I was the best and Type V the worst, with Type III somewhere in the 
middle. In one study featuring simulated buying experiences, only 10 percent of 
respondents read the PFD label before purchasing.45

 Even more distressing to safety advocates was the finding that boaters were 
no more likely to wear the new, lighter inflatables than they had been to strap 
on the old “keyhole” or “horse collar” devices. In 1998, when the new inflatables 

“WEAR IT! was adopted coast-to-coast by individual states to promote life jacket 
wear, as shown on the North American Safe Boating Campaign’s Web site.
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had first been made commercially available, the overall PFD wear rate, excluding 
PWC operators, had been 17.7 percent. Five years later, the overall PFD wear rate 
stood rock-still at just 18 percent, a negligible gain.46 Other surveys placed the 
wear rate as low as 4.1 percent for power boaters.47

In summer 2007, NSBC teamed with the California Department of Boating 
and Waterways, USCG, BoatU.S. Foundation, and other partners to throw 
the weight of an intensive, USCG grant-funded education campaign at the 
PFD wear problem in the Sacramento River Delta, the site of about 10 percent 
of all the state’s boating accidents. Using multiple media resources (radio, TV, 
podcasts, and a special Web site) as well as on-site demonstrations, gifts, PFD 
loaner programs, peer advocates, and a specially signed boat donated by Yamaha, 

Working with the USCG, NSBC, BoatU.S. Foundation, and many other part-
ners, the State of California served as a pilot program for the hands-on social 
marketing initiative and emphasized “Wear It California!”
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this three-and-a-half-month “Wear It California!” campaign was a highly concen-
trated operation. Its “one voice—one message” approach proved successful, 
achieving a near doubling of the PFD wear rate from 2006’s 6.2 percent to 12.2 
percent in 2007.48

The results buoyed safety advocates, who had long experienced frustration over 
the gap between PFD effectiveness and boater wear rates. Jeff Hoedt, chief of the 
USCG Boating Safety Division, hoped that the wear rate would continue to grow 
in California, while NSBC’s Virgil Chambers, who coordinated the campaign, 
believed that its success would “encourage the national boating safety community 
that we can, indeed, communicate that message in such a way that boaters don’t 
just listen, but actually respond.”49

“Wear It California!” reinvigorated the boating safety community’s flagging 
hope that persuasion could achieve results and that additional regulation would 
not be required. At the same time, while a doubling of the PFD wear rate was 
an impressive accomplishment, the initial base wear rate had been quite low. The 
highly energetic Delta campaign had moved the wear rate from about 6 percent 
to about 13 percent. It remained to be seen how widely such persuasion could 
affect boater behavior and to what extent coercion would be needed for a majority 
of boaters to wear PFDs.

The modern boating safety movement began in the 1950s as an upstream 
battle for awareness and recognition, for adequate funding, and for a unified 
nationwide program that respected regional and local differences. The 1960s 
ushered in a new level of awareness that enabled dramatic funding breakthroughs 

Even in early days, these Iowa patrol officers demonstrated safe boating by 
wearing their life jackets. Early patrol craft were adapted recreational boats.



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTyThe Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy 177177Chapter 5    The fresh PersPecTive

in the 1970s. The landmark FBSA of 1971 legislation provided for a coordinated 
national boating safety program with a broad new scope of authority and respon-
sibilities for state authorities. That legislation proved highly effective. In 2007, for 
instance, state officials reported in excess of 1.6 million recreational vessel safety 
boardings, while USCG safety boardings totaled just under 50,000.50

The 1980s presented numerous challenges to both funding and national focus 
as the political climate turned away from “top down” federal interventions and 
regulations toward local control and privatization. The boating safety commu-
nity resisted fragmentation in that decade. Further, by prevailing in the Biaggi 
Act and in the creation of the Wallop-Breaux fund, advocates demonstrated their 
unity as well as their sophistication and political skill on Capitol Hill.

Among the many successes achieved over these decades was one that, though 
very important, was also very subtle: boating safety had moved from upstream 
to mainstream in American culture. By the 1990s, such issues as life jacket wear, 
BUI, safety education, safe boat design and construction, improved boat accident 
reporting data, and effective on-the-water communications technologies were 
no longer adjuncts and footnotes to the boating experience—things that boaters 
could skip over on their way to a day’s pleasure on the water. Increasingly, they 
took safe practices, safety equipment, and, most important, a safety mindset with 
them.

Technology and time will continue to shape the recreational boating land-
scape, but today it appears that safety advocates have the basic tools that they will 
need to adapt. The next generation of professionals will probably favor voluntary 

Ada County Idaho patrol craft and PWC officer team up to work a safety patrol.
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compliance over regulation, as have their forebears. However, history and statis-
tics both suggest that voluntarism has its limits and that those limits are likely to 
fall short of what most Americans have come to expect from their government, 
notwithstanding their ongoing distrust of governmental authority. Regulation, 
therefore, will probably continue to inch up on voluntary compliance as a strat-
egy, not because people prefer it but because it often proves necessary where 
voluntarism has failed. Mandates continue to grow, especially at the state and 
local levels.

But this story also suggests that the fresh perspective that boating safety advo-
cates have brought to their educational efforts in recent years may transform 
the terms of the debate. The insight that there is no “either or,” that safety does 
not diminish the boating experience but instead makes it more enjoyable, may help 
resolve the age-old tension between freedom and responsibility that has charac-
terized the boating safety debate from the beginning. In this new view, true free-
dom comes from an acceptance of responsibility, not just for oneself but also for 
the effects that individual actions have on family members, neighbors, and fellow 
citizens—and the natural environment.

Ever mindful of the limits of their authority, boating safety experts have 
worked hard over the years to preserve the sense of individual freedom that has 
always been at the heart of recreational boating. They have worked equally hard 

Boating gear and equipment evolved to provide safe, inclusive boating options.
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to establish a sense of responsibility that complements, rather than compromises, 
that freedom. Their success after half a century is measured not just in terms 
of funding, laws, and organizational growth, but in the remarkable fact that 
millions of American boaters still enjoy the freedom of the open waters, more 
safely than ever.
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Ms. Jeanne TiMMons 
The grand lady and chaMPion

of BoaTing safeTy
By Kimberly Hermes, Editor, Small Craft Advisory

Jeanne Timmons began her career with the U.S. government on May 1, 1963, 
when she became a staffer to Congressman Victor Wickersham from her home 
state of Oklahoma. During the next 26 years, she worked for Congressman 
Jack Flynt of Georgia, Congressman Bob Sikes of Florida, Congressman Earl 
Hutto of Florida and the House Coast Guard Subcommittee. While work-
ing for Congressman Hutto and the Subcommittee, Timmons often worked on 
Coast Guard and recreational boating legislation and became a champion for 

NASBLA President Fred Messmann (Boating Law Administrator, 
Nevada) presents Jeanne Timmons the NASBLA Lifetime 
Achievement Award.
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the recreational boating community.  Before going to work for the Coast Guard 
RBS Program in 1989, Ms. Timmons served in several capacities on Capitol 
Hill for 27 years, including as senior professional staff on the Coast Guard and 
Navigation Subcommittee of the House of Representatives’ former Committee 
on Merchant Marine and Fisheries. Ms. Timmons first became interested in 
recreational boating safety when the State RBS Grant Program was reauthorized 
during her Coast Guard Subcommittee staff tenure.

With this wealth of experience, Timmons left the House in July 1989 to begin 
a new career with the U.S. Coast Guard in what is now called the Office of 
Boating Safety. In this position, she was able to draw on her expertise and passion 
to enhance recreational boating programs. 

“I can unequivocally say that because of Jeanne’s work in recreational boating, 
thousands of lives have been saved and thousands more boating-related injuries 
have been prevented,” said NASBLA executive director John Johnson. 

“To the recreational boating community and to millions of boaters who will 
never know her, Jeanne Timmons was more than a boating safety advocate – she 
was the heart and soul of the National Recreational Boating Safety Program,” 
Johnson added. “It is hard to overstate the influence she had on the growth and 
development of the program and harder still to measure the personal impact she 
had on so many of us in the boating safety community. 

Mike Wilson, former boating law administrator (BLA) from Arkansas and a 
past president of the National Association of State Boating Law Administrators 
(NASBLA), also remarked on the dogged dedication Timmons continuously 
exhibited when it came to boating safety. 

“I first met Jeanne many years ago when she joined the Office of Boating 
Safety and was assigned to work with NASBLA to develop the [Recreational 
Boating Safety] State Guide. Jeanne worked tirelessly with us on developing the 
guide that literally took years to get through the bureaucracy, printed and distrib-
uted to the states,” said Wilson. “This was her first project with NASBLA, and 

“To the recreational boating community and 
to millions of boaters who will never know 
her, Jeanne Timmons was more than a 
boating safety advocate – she was the heart 
and soul of the National Recreational 
Boating Safety Program.”
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she set the stage for how she helped us through the years:  She was a true friend to 
NASBLA and the boating community, and she worked enthusiastically through-
out the years to enhance boating safety.”

During the next 18 years with the Coast Guard, Timmons was instrumen-
tal in many efforts, all related to recreational boating safety. She worked as a 
state grant regional coordinator, the chief of the State Affairs Branch, a program 
analyst, the chief of the Program Management Division, responding to a multi-
tude of Congressional questions, as well as the executive director of the National 
Boating Safety Advisory Council. Timmons also spent considerable effort striv-
ing to secure funding for the Recreational Boating Safety Program and serving as 
a key liaison to various boating safety partners as well as the states.

Timmons took her role as the states’ contact person very seriously. 
“I think you could ask any of the BLAs who didn’t live and operate on the ‘big’ 

water areas of the country ‘Who is the Coast Guard?’, and the answer would be 
‘Jeanne Timmons’,” said Bob Sanders, former BLA for the state of Oklahoma. 
“She was the first Coast Guard representative I met when I was trying to figure 
out what a BLA did, and she never stopped teaching me,” added Sanders. “She 
was always there for us.”        

 Recalling a more personal attachment to this much loved woman, Sanders 
grinned and said, “My personal favorite memory was whenever I had an opportu-
nity to point out to people that [Jeanne] was an ‘Okie’ like me. She was proud of 
that fact, and all of us were proud to claim her.”

NASBLA President Jeff Johnson admired Timmons’ diligence and passion 
toward boating safety. He recalled that she wasn’t concerned with boating safety 
on just the national level—she genuinely cared about how the state programs 
were doing. He recounted Timmons’ personal involvement in helping Alaska 
establish a boating safety program—the last state to do so. 

“Jeanne had visited Alaska during our previous efforts to pass boating safety 
laws and spoke with legislators. When we began trying to set up our boat-
ing safety program, Jeanne was instrumental in securing funding for it,” said 
Johnson. “She was also helpful to me at a personal level and offered much-needed 
support. She often said she wouldn’t retire until Alaska had a boating safety 
program. Then after Alaska’s boating safety program was up and running, she 
still didn’t retire.”

Timmons’ value to recreational boating did not go unnoticed. In 2004, she 
earned two prestigious awards from the National Association of State Boating 
Law Administrators (NASBLA) in recognition of her unflagging efforts in 
supporting boating safety throughout her career.  She received the NASBLA 
Lifetime Achievement Award, created in 1998; the award was designed to recog-
nize those persons who have contributed to boating safety throughout their life-
time or career.  She also received a NASBLA President’s Special Award for her 
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constant work with Ed Carter and the valuable assistance in reviewing legislation 
and providing input on the reauthorization bill.  

In May 2006, the National Safe Boating Council honored Timmons with 
the esteemed Confluence Award. This award is used to recognize members of 
Congress or other individuals in government who have aided in the bringing 
together of people, resources and vision toward the betterment of safer boating. 
Timmons was recognized for the countless contributions she had made to the 
field of boating safety throughout her career. She had been instrumental in assist-
ing the American League of Anglers and Boaters with the complicated issued of 
the Aquatic Resources (Wallop-Breaux) Trust Fund.  

On March 1, 2007, Timmons retired from the Coast Guard. In a tribute 
published in the Congressional Record the Honorable Bob Filner commented, 
“Throughout her career, Jeanne’s invaluable knowledge and experience were 
tremendous assets to Congress, the Coast Guard, and to the boating community 
as a whole.” 

Described by friends and colleagues alike as an unforgettable, generous, and 
passionate person “who leaves a mark on your heart,” Cheryle “Jeanne” Timmons 
died April 10, 2007, after enduring a battle against cancer.

“She will always be remembered by all of us as a whirlwind, sporting around 
in her white Sebring convertible with the top down, with a Big Gulp of Coke by 
her side. Jeanne was unique and one of a kind, the kind of person that leaves a 
mark on your heart that you’ll never forget,” said Lynne McMahan, state grant 
program coordinator with the U.S. Coast Guard Office of Boating Safety. 

“Our beloved Jeanne was a driving force in the Office of Boating Safety. The 
energy and eclectic style she brought to the office will be sorely missed,” added 
McMahan.  “Jeanne was generous in heart and spirit, and boating safety and the 
United States Coast Guard were her passion.”

“Jeanne was a tireless, devoted and patient mentor to me and many other boat-
ing safety professionals, but above all else she was someone we were honored to 
call our friend,” said Johnson. “While her presence will be missed throughout 
the remainder of our careers, the repercussions of her work and her dedication to 
boating safety will live on long after.” 

“Our beloved Jeanne was a driving force in 
the Office of Boating Safety. The energy and 
eclectic style she brought to the office will be 
sorely missed.”
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Strategic Plan
of the

National Recreational Boating Safety Program
2007-2011

  Strategic planning!  AARRGHHH. Shiver me timbers, scuttle this article 
because that can’t be any fun at all. However, if you believe in camaraderie, 
friendly debate, and getting to learn perspectives from other points of view from a 
much larger population of users, manufacturers, regulators and the general public 
you might actually volunteer, as the majority of this working group did!  

How did we get here?  As is customary we need to start with where we have 
been and where we are now before we can develop where we are headed.  The 
efforts of many concerned partners with substantial subject matter expertise, but 
with little to no strategic planning experience, participated under Coast Guard 
leadership to design the Strategic Plan so that anyone interested in planning can 
learn from this process.  It was also important to get the “buy in” so the partners 
in boating safety can incorporate parts of it into their own organization’s strate-
gic plan as true mission partners.  And learn we did.  We made sound decisions 
based on what we believed to be true at the time but learned we needed better 
data before we could actually set realistic targets.  The National Recreational 
Boating Safety (RBS) Program Strategic Plan describes the goals, objectives, and 
strategies to reduce recreational boating injuries and deaths.  It now serves as the 
primary framework for programmatic decision-making, budgeting, and program 
evaluation. 
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Congressional Mandate for the National 
Recreational Boating Safety (RBS) Program 

The National RBS program was established by the Federal Boat Safety Act of 
1971, which amended title 46 of the United States Code. The Act was designed 
to “improve boating safety and to foster greater development, use, and enjoyment of 
all the waters of the United States by encouraging and assisting participation by the 
several States, the boating industry, and the boating public in development of more 
comprehensive boating safety programs. The Act goes on to declare, “…the policy 
of Congress [is] to encourage greater and continuing uniformity of boating laws and 
regulations as among the several States and the Federal Government, a higher degree 
of reciprocity and comity among the several jurisdictions, and closer cooperation and 
assistance between the Federal Government and the several States in developing, 
administering, and enforcing Federal and State laws and regulations pertaining to 
boating safety.” 

In 1983, Congress revised, reorganized, and codified title 46. Through this 
process, the Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971 was repealed and its provisions 
dispersed throughout the title. The Coast Guard’s authority to carry out the 
National RBS Program is contained in section 13102 of title 46. 

Mission of the National RBS Program 
The mission of the National RBS Program is “to ensure the public has a safe, 

secure, and enjoyable recreational boating experience by implementing programs 
that minimize the loss of life, personal injury, and property damage while coop-
erating with environmental and national security efforts.” 

Creation of the Strategic Plan 
Generally speaking, recreational boating is a fun and safe activity; however, 

every year hundreds of persons die in accidents and thousands more are injured. 
While these numbers are statistically low in light of the fact that approximately 
77 million adult Americans and millions more youths participate in some form of 
recreational boating, these deaths and injuries are preventable. Although the 
National RBS Program has contributed to a significant decrease in deaths, there 
is still much room for improvement. To best-focus the resources of the Program, 
the National Boating Safety Advisory Council (NBSAC) (the Program’s feder-
ally-mandated council that advises the Coast Guard on boating safety matters) 
recommended the creation of a strategic plan. 
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Plan Developers
Federal law (46 U.S.C. 13110) mandates that the Secretary of the Department 

in which the Coast Guard is operating shall establish and consult with the 
NBSAC on major boating safety matters. NBSAC created a Strategic Planning 
Panel comprised of representatives of the boating community. To provide as 
broad a representation of the boating community as possible, NBSAC invited 
members of the public, industry, boating organizations and associations, boating 
law administrators, and federal agency partners to participate. NBSAC selected 
the participants based on their expertise on boating safety, their experience within 
the boating community, and their willingness to share their knowledge.   

 
Relationship between this Plan and the Plans of RBS partners 

The Strategic Plan put into action the mission of the National RBS Program, 
provides the States and other RBS partners with new ideas to reduce casualties 
and tools to measure their programs’ effectiveness, and contains the performance 
goal of the National RBS Program for the Strategic Plan of the Coast Guard. 

Supporters of the Strategic Plan of the National Boating Safety Program meet at 
the 2007 International Boating and Water Safety Summit. From left to right: Rear 
Admiral Craig Bone, U.S. Coast Guard; Ruth Wood, BoatU.S. Foundation; Buzz 
Watkins, Water Sports Industry Association; Cecilia Duer, National Water Safety 
Congress; Jeffrey Johnson, NASBLA; Maureen Healey, Personal Watercraft Industry 
Association; Commodore Warren McAdams, U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary; Ernest 
Marshburn, U.S. Power Squadrons; Fred Messmann, NBSAC; Margot Brown, 
National Boating Federation; Pamela Dillon, American Canoe Association; James 
Muldoon, NBSAC; Jeffrey Hoedt, U.S. Coast Guard. USCG photo by Ms. Rachel 
Warner.
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Transparency and Accountability 
The NBSAC and its Strategic Planning Panel created the Plan so everyone can 

understand how the RBS partners can achieve the ambitious goals, objectives, 
and strategies of the National RBS Program. As a federally funded program, the 
National RBS Program is subject to review under the Government Performance 
and Results Act (GPRA), which requires governmental programs to be measur-
able and accountable. The Program’s performance is reviewed by the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) and the Government Accountability Office 
(GAO). This Plan allows anyone, including federal reviewers, to measure our 
successes and challenges. 

Plan Development: Overview 
Members of the Strategic Planning Panel traveled across the country on 

several occasions to deliberate face-to-face about this first Strategic Plan. Panel 
members also conducted deliberations over the Internet. The Plan took two years 
to develop: the first meeting occurred in February 2005 in Arlington, Virginia; 
RBS partners signed the Plan in March 2007.  To ensure the Panel addressed 
the actual problems, not just perceived ones, it employed Risk-Based Decision-
Making to define the problems and chart the way ahead. The Panel studied the 
data from the Boating Accident Report Database (BARD) maintained by the 
Coast Guard’s Boating Safety Division, focused on the most frequent types of 
boating accidents and their underlying causes, brainstormed and considered 
initiatives (strategies) that could be effectively implemented to reduce boating 
deaths and injuries. 

The Panel considered the following questions: How can we reduce risks? What 
variables can we influence directly and indirectly? How can we measure our 
progress? The Panel also determined that it needed to improve and incorporate 
measurements into the Plan. Though certain goals and objectives may be difficult 
to achieve, the Panel decided to be ambitious in its goals. 

The Panel agreed to and used the following definitions to develop the goals, 
objectives, and strategies: 

Goals: the final outcomes desired (e.g. number of casualties). Goals must be 
measurable. 

Objectives: the interim outcomes desired to achieve the goals. Objectives must 
be measurable. 

Strategies: the programs implemented to accomplish our objectives (also 
referred to as outputs). 

Another way of thinking about these terms is: 
Goals: what do you want to achieve? 
Objectives: what subject areas do you want to tackle and how will you 

measure your progress? 
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Strategies: what specific actions are you going to take to achieve your objec-
tives and goals? 

The Panel further examined risks and the fundamentals of planning, specifi-
cally how the Plan will be measured under the Government Performance and 
Results Act. The Statistician of the Boating Safety Division, Bruce Schmidt, 
presented the most recent statistics on boating accidents. The Panel discussed how 
to prioritize its efforts and found some difficulty agreeing on the best method to 
do this. The Chairman of the Strategic Planning Panel, Fred Messmann, led a 
discussion of the most frequent causes of accidents and what behaviors and condi-
tions lead to these accidents, for example: 

Drowning: lack of boating safety knowledge, lack of life jackets on board, life 
jackets not worn, inability to swim, operating in heavy weather, and alcohol/drug 
abuse. 

Falls Overboard: overloading, lack of safety knowledge, operator inattention, 
boat design, weather, and alcohol/drug abuse. 

Collision with Vessel/Collision with Fixed Object (allision): lack of boat-
ing safety knowledge of navigation rules, operator inattention, no proper lookout, 
and disregard of rules of the road. 

The Panel also drafted a list of objectives, based on risks identified from data 
in BARD, prioritized the objectives, and completed a working set of objectives.  
However, after further review,  the Panel recognized that its method of calculat-
ing the goals was inconsistent with the Coast Guard’s Budget in Brief (the annual 
performance report to the President that outlines the agency’s strategic plan, 
performance results, and budgetary needs). The Panel therefore revised some of 
its calculations for consistency with the Coast Guard’s efforts. 

Next the Panel developed strategies to increase the general awareness of boat-
ing safety promoting a simple and consistent message similar to “Smokey Bear,” 
increasing life jacket wear-rates, interventions for Boating Under the Influence 
(BUI), ensuring manufacturer compliance with federal regulations (identify and 
visit manufacturers whose boats are prone to capsizing, flooding, and swamping), 
and increasing frequency and accuracy in reporting of boating accidents. 

The Panel developed a list of 95 subject areas and then staff from the Boating 
Safety Division developed a “Strategy Prioritizer,” where each panel member then 
ranked the strategies by what would most effectively reduce casualties. They then 
reviewed the list of prioritized strategies and focused the list of strategies from 
95 to 59 (many overlapping concepts were merged).  Once comfortable with the 
framework of the Plan, to ensure the goals, objectives, and strategies were logi-
cally-organized and clear, they reviewed, reorganized, and honed the language. 
They also updated the mission statement of the National RBS Program. Finally, 
in October 2006, Chairman Messmann presented the Plan to NBSAC, who 
voted unanimously in support of the Plan. 
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Signing of the Strategic Plan: March 2007 
At the International Boating and Water Safety Summit in San Antonio, Texas, 

representatives of many boating safety partner organizations signed the Strategic 
Plan thus putting it into effect. (Put signing group photo here?)

Challenges and Future Steps 
As with any plan the devil in the detail gives us “opportunities” to find the gaps 

and learn from them.  For our goals after the year 2008, we revised our calcula-
tions for two reasons: (1) To be consistent with Coast Guard reporting require-
ments via the Budget in Brief and the Posture Statement (from 2009 forward we 
calculated the number of casualties using a five-year average based on the federal 
fiscal year); (2) To reflect more conservative targets because lifejacket wear- rates 
have not increased as quickly as expected.  

Our expectations to establish meaningful measurements was also challenged, 
we needed to do a better job of getting strategic partners involved in implementa-
tion of the plan and needed to analyze what we had strategized against what was 
working and what was stalling.  To continue to support our Strategic Planning 
process into the future we are taking five new steps. 

Mr. James P. Muldoon, Chairman of the National Boating Safety 
Advisory Council, signs the Strategic Plan of the National Recreational 
Boating Safety Program. USCG photo by Ms. Rachel Warner.
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1. NBSAC Created New Strategic Planning Subcommittee 
NBSAC revised its committee structure to create a Strategic Planning 

Subcommittee that will carry on the work started by the Strategic Planning 
Panel. The Strategic Planning Subcommittee joins NBSAC’s two existing 
subcommittees: Boats and Associated Equipment and Prevention through People. 
The Subcommittee will use the following tools to measure its progress: the 
Performance Report Part II from each State; reports on the grants of the national 
nonprofit public service organizations, the National Recreational Boating Survey, 
and BARD. 

2. Award of Grants for National Nonprofit Public 
Service Organizations tied to the Strategic Plan 

The Coast Guard’s Boating Safety Division has evolved the grant evaluation 
process for national nonprofit public service organizations. Grant applicants are 
strongly encouraged to tie their projects to specific objectives or strategies of the 
Strategic Plan and to have measurements of effectiveness for each project. 

3. Implementation Plan 
For each objective, the Chairman of NBSAC, James Muldoon, estab-

lished NBSAC member Working Groups comprised of a chairperson and two 
members. The Boating Safety Division assigned a staff contact for each work-
ing group. The Working Group members will connect with the RBS partners 
to implement each of the objectives and strategies and will attempt to develop 
performance measures

 
4. National Recreational Boating Survey 

The Coast Guard’s Boating Safety Division is working with two panels of 
boating safety experts to develop the National Recreational Boating Survey. The 
results of the Survey should provide scientific information about boaters’ behavior 
on the water to compare to fatality and injury data to identify the greatest risks. 
The Survey will be administered every two years. 

5. Assess and Update Plan Every Five Years 
The Strategic Plan will be reviewed every five years to: 

• Determine our progress. (Are we meeting our goals?) 
• Analyze our measurements. (Are we measuring the right things? Can we 

measure them better?) 
• Consider new strategies. (What new actions can we take to decrease deaths 

and injuries?) 



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy192192 The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy

This review is currently “underway.”  The biggest fear that NBSAC had was 
that we would invest our time and energy into a document that was collecting 
dust after years of careful crafting.  As any master builder takes pride in the prod-
uct produced so did the NBSAC Strategic Planning Panel and we are carefully 
refining our work to ensure that we meet the Mission.  We are working closer 
with our counterparts under different areas of command within the Coast Guard 
and the Department of Homeland Security, reaching out to more stakeholders, 
and reaffirming our commitments from other strategic partners to ensure success-
ful implementation.  This includes the least common denominator, the average 
everyday recreational “Joe Boater.” 

What will you do to decrease recreational boating casualties? Will you 
ensure your friends and families get boating safety education? Will you ensure 
all persons on board vessels wear life jackets and drink responsibly? Will you be 
sure all required safety gear is on board before you get underway? 

Organizations That Signed the Strategic Plan

American Canoe Association
Association of Marina Industries

BoatU.S. Foundation
Boy Scouts of America

Marine Retailers Association of America
National Association of State Boating Law Administrators

National Boating Federation
National Boating Safety Advisory Council

National Marine Manufacturers Association
National Safe Boating Council
National Water Safety Congress

Personal Flotation Device Manufacturers Association
Personal Watercraft Industry Association

United Safe Boating Institute
United States Army Corps of Engineers

United States Coast Guard
United States Coast Guard Auxiliary

United States Power Squadrons
U.S. Sailing

Water Sports Industry Association
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Who’s Who
in Recreational
Boating Safety

Past Leaders, Champions, and Award Winners. Note this section may not be 
all inclusion of the boaing safety organizations and award winners but gives a 
good overall list of those major organizations, champions, and award recipients 
that advanced recreational boating safety during its modern history.

National Association of State Boating 
Law Administrators Awards
 Boating Law Enforcement Officer of the Year Program 
 National Boating Officer of the Year

The National Association of State Boating Law Administrators’ Marvin 
“Butch” Potts Memorial Award, known more commonly as the Boating Law 
Enforcement Officer of the Year Award, is presented annually to the boating law 
enforcement officer who has made outstanding contributions to the field of boat-
ing law enforcement. 

The award was created in 2000 through the efforts of NASBLA’s Law 
Enforcement Committee. In 2003, it was renamed in memory of Marvin 
“Butch” Potts, deceased Arkansas boating law administrator. Potts was a lifetime 
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member of the Law Enforcement Committee and played a key role in estab-
lishing the Boating Officer of the Year award as recognition for outstanding 
members of the profession.

 
2009  Game Warden Chris Green, Texas
2008  Lt. David Pfiffner, Nevada
2007  Corporal Randy Herman, Idaho
2006  Corporal Elizabeth Ratliff, Missouri
2005  Officer Tim Baumgarten, Arizona
2004  Investigator Charles Collins, Florida
2003  Conservation Ranger Bob Lynn, Georgia
2002  Zone Sergeant Mark K. Phillips, New York
2001  Sergeant Patrick Lemagie, Washington
2000  Conservation Warden Roger Hanson, Wisconsin

Boating Safety Award 
First presented in 1992, the Boating Safety Award is bestowed upon a state 

or local government individual (other than a boating law administrator) who is 
involved in boating safety and who has demonstrated outstanding performance 
in any area of the program, including but not limited to enforcement, education, 
search and rescue, navigational aids or registration and titling. 

2009  Rick Barrera, Training & Registration Section Manager, Ohio 
Department of Natural Resources

2008  Emily King, Public Information & Education Section Manager, 
Ohio Department of Natural Resources

2007  John Annino, Boating Safety and Environmental Awareness Unit 
Supervisor, Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection

2006  Joe McCullough, Boat Education Coordinator, Alaska Department 
of Natural Resources

2005  Dolores Farrell, Boating Operations Divisions Chief, California 
Boating & Waterways

2004  Mark Brown, Boating Safety Education & Marine Law Enforcement 
Training Coordinator, Oklahoma Highway Patrol

2004  Tim Smalley, Boating Safety Specialist, Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources

2003  Dan Martin, Boating Education Safety Manager, Pennsylvania Fish 
& Boat Commission

2002  Jeff Decker, Virginia Department of Game & Inland Fisheries
2001  Sergeant Paul Kennedy, Missouri State Water Patrol
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2000  Officer David Scheler, Maryland Natural Resources Police
1999  Lt. Brett Norton, Assistant Boating Safety Coordinator, Florida 

Game & Fresh Water Fish Commission
1998  Emily King, Manager, Information & Education Section, Ohio 

Department of Natural Resources
1997  Marty Law, Education Program Administrator, Oregon State Marine 

Board
1996  Officer John Anderson, Florida Game & Fresh Water Fish 

Commission
1995  Ann Van Buren, Boating Education Training Coordinator, Idaho 

Department of Parks & Recreation
1994  Virgil Chambers, Chief, Boating Safety and Education Division, 

Pennsylvania Fish and Boat Commission
1993  Pamela Dillon, Boating Safety Specialist, Ohio Department of 

Natural Resources
1992  Lt. David Street, Training Director, Maryland Department of 

Natural Resources           
 

William B. Garner National Boating Safety Leadership Award
Established in tribute of William B. Garner, who successfully marshaled the 

nation’s first boat operator licensing law through state legislature, the Garner 
Award is presented to those men and women whose outstanding effort and 
achievement have elevated state or federal policy interventions to heights not 
previously attained. Any representative of state or federal government in active 
service or retired (living at the time of selection) is eligible for this award.

2009  Mark Rosenker, National Transportation Safety Board, past chair
2008  Virgil Chambers, National Safe Boating Council
2007  Admiral Thad W. Allen, U.S. Coast Guard
2006  James Muldoon, Chair, National Boating Safety Advisory Council

Bonner Award 
Conceived in tribute to Congressman Herbert C. Bonner of North Carolina, 

father of the Federal Boating Act of 1958, the Bonner Award is presented to a 
government official for outstanding performance in the field of recreational boat-
ing safety. Any representative in state or federal government in active service or 
retired (living at the time of selection) is eligible for this award.

2009  Gary Myers, Director (retired), Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency
2008  Jeff Johnson, Boating Law Administrator, Alaska 
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2007  Bill Gossard, Recreational Boating Program Manager, National 
Transportation Safety Board

2006  Commodore Warren McAdams, U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary 
2005  Randy Edwards, Boating Law Administrator, Iowa 
2004  Fred Messmann, Boating Law Administrator, Nevada 
2003  Alvin Taylor, Boating Law Administrator, South Carolina 
2002  Ted Woolley, Boating Law Administrator, Utah 
2001  Mike Wilson, Boating Law Administrator, Arkansas 
2000  Paul Donheffner, Boating Law Administrator, Oregon 
1999  Bill Engfer, Boating Law Administrator, Wisconsin 
1998  Congressman Jim Tanner, Tennessee 
1997  Jim Hall, Chairman, National Transportation Safety Board 
1996  Ed Carter, Boating Law Administrator, Tennessee 
1995  Major Larry Rhinehart, Boating Administrator, Indiana 
1994  Kim Elverum, Boating Law Administrator, Minnesota 
1993  Charles Clark, Boating Law Administrator, Louisiana 
1992  Timothy Smalley, Boating Safety Specialist, Minnesota Department 

of Natural Resources 
1991  Thomas Atkinson, Boating Law Administrator, Nevada 
1990  Representative Walter Jones, North Carolina 
1989  Representative William Tauzin, Louisiana 
1988  Dale Morey, Boating Law Administrator, Wisconsin 
1987  Bob Dewees, Chief, State Affairs Branch, U.S. Coast Guard 
1986  Representative Gerry Studds, Massachusetts 
1985  Tom Alexander, Boating Law Administrator, Arizona 
1984  William Garner, Boating Law Administrator, Alabama 
1983  Senator Mark Andrews, North Dakota 
1982  Representative Tom Evans, Delaware 
1981  Senator Thomas Eagleton, Missouri 
1980  Roy Rafter, Boating Law Administrator, Maryland 
1979  George W. Stewart Jr., Boating Law Administrator, Delaware
1978  Representative Mario Biaggi, New York 
1977  Thomas C. Welch Jr., Boating Law Administrator, South Carolina 
1976  Roy Downing, Boating Law Administrator, Iowa           
1975  Edward Tharp, United States Coast Guard (ret.) 
1974  No award given 
1973  William B. Matthews Jr., Boating Law Administrator, Maryland 
1972  Kenneth Gruenewald, Boating Law Administrator, Illinois 
1971  Chester Phelps, Boating Law Administrator, Virginia  
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Legislative Award 
The Legislative Award is presented to a senator or representative who has 

supported various boating safety efforts in Congress during the year. The award 
recipient is selected by the executive board, and the presentation is generally made 
in Washington, D.C. or in the congressman’s or senator’s home state.

2009  No award given
2008  Senator Bill Nelson, Florida
2007  No award given
2006  No award given
2005  No award given
2004  No award given
2003  No award given
2002  No award given
2001  No award given
2000  No award given
1999  Representative Wayne Gilchrest, Maryland
1998  Senator Ernest Hollings, South Carolina
1998  Senator John McCain, Arizona
1997  No award given
1996  No award given
1995  Representative Howard Coble, North Carolina
1994  No award given
1993  Representative Jack Fields, Texas
1992  Senator John Breaux, Louisiana
1991  Representative Robert Davis, Michigan
1990  Senator Frank Lautenberg, New Jersey
1989  Representative William Lehman, Florida
1988  Representative Earl Hutto, Florida
1987  George Stewart, Boating Law Administrator, Delaware
1986  Senator Mark Andrews, North Dakota
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Lifetime Achievement Award 
NASBLA first began present the Lifetime Achievement Award in 1998. This 

award is designed for a person who has contributed to boating safety over his or 
her lifetime.

2009  Vicki Rhodes, License Program Coordinator, Delaware Department 
of Natural Resources

  Tim Smalley, Boating Safety Education Coordinator, Minnesota 
Department of Natural Resources

2008  Virgil Chambers, Executive Director, National Safe Boating Council
  Randy Edwards, Boating Law Administrator, Iowa
  Augusto “Kiko” Villalon, Ancon Marine Consultants Inc.
2007  Bill Griswold, Captain (ret.), U.S. Coast Guard; U.S. Coast Guard 

Auxiliary
2006  Fred Messmann, Boating Law Administrator, Nevada
2005  Ed Carter, Boating Law Administrator, Tennessee
2004  Jeanne Timmons, U.S. Coast Guard
2003  Paul Donheffner, Boating Law Administrator, Oregon
  Ted Woolley, Boating Law Administrator, Utah
2002  Al Marmo, former Chief, U.S. Coast Guard’s Office of Boating 

Safety, Program Management Division
  Gary T. Myers, Executive Director, Tennessee Wildlife Resources 

Agency; former BLA
  Mike Wilson, Boating Law Administrator, Arkansas
2001  Kim Elverum, Boating Law Administrator, Minnesota
  Ed Jenkins, Boating Safety, North Carolina
  Bill Ladd, Outdoor Empire Publishing, U.S. Coast Guard (ret.)
  Dale Morey, Boating Law Administrator (ret.), Wisconsin
  Larry Rhinehart, Boating Law Administrator (ret.), Indiana
2000  Charlie Clark, Boating Law Administrator, Louisiana
  Bill Garner, Boating Law Administrator, Alabama
  Neal Mahan, Underwriters Laboratories/U.S. Coast Guard (ret.)
  Bill Selden, United States Power Squadron/National Boating Safety 

Advisory Council
  Richard Snyder, Mercury Marine
1999  Nancy Jamerson, Boating Law Administrator, Virginia
  Richard Schwartz, BoatU.S.
1998  Randy Dill, Boating Law Administrator (ret.), Connecticut
  Al Simon, National Boating Federation/National Boating Safety 

Advisory Council
  George Stewart, Boating Law Administrator (ret.), Delaware
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NASBLA Award 
The NASBLA Award is given in appreciation to an individual who has either 

given a lot of time and effort to the association to help achieve its objectives 
or who is acknowledged nationally, statewide or in their community for nota-
ble contributions to the betterment of boating. There are no limitations on the 
station or occupation of the recipient of this award. It may be made to any repre-
sentative of government, industry or the public active in their field or retired and 
living at the time of selection. 

 
2009  Frank Peterson, President/CEO, Recreational Boating and Fishing 

Foundation
2008  Vice Admiral David P. Pekoske, Commander, Pacific Area, U.S. 

Coast Guard
2007  Mark Rosenker, Chairman, National Transportation Safety Board
2006  Coalition of Parents & Families for PWC Safety
2005  Roger Hagie, Director of Public Affairs, Kawasaki Motors Corps, 

USA
2004  Charlie Sledd, Virginia Department of Game & Inland Fisheries
2003  Larry Innis, Marine Retailers Association of America
2002  Jeff Hoedt, U.S. Coast Guard, former BLA for Idaho and Ohio
2001  Richard Murray, Boating Law Administrator, Massachusetts
2000  Alvin Taylor, Boating Law Administrator, South Carolina
1999  Jim Hall, Chairman, National Transportation Safety Board
1998  No award given
1997  Ed Carter, Boating Law Administrator, Tennessee
1996  Leroy Orvis, Boating Law Administrator, Nebraska
1995  John F. Simmons, Boating Administrator, Pennsylvania
1994  Lt. Col. Charles Clark, Boating Law Administrator, Louisiana
1993  Derrick Crandall, American Recreation Coalition
1992  Richard Snyder, Mercury Marine
1991  Richard Bogue, Underwriters Laboratories
1990  Randy Dill, Boating Law Administrator, Connecticut
1989  James Getz, Boating Law Administrator, Illinois
1988  William Ladd, Outdoor Empire Publishing
1987  Michael Sciulla, BoatU.S. Foundation 
1986  Kim Elverum, Boating Law Administrator, Minnesota
1985  Merlin Johns, Boating Law Administrator, Oklahoma
1984  Fay Ainsworth, Outdoor Empire Publishing Inc.
1983  Richard Schwartz, BoatU.S. Foundation 
1982  Al Bernardi, Underwriters Laboratories
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1981  CDR Dave Smith, U.S. Coast Guard (ret.)
1980  George Stewart Jr., Boating Law Administrator, Delaware
1979  Andrew Cordell, U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary
1978  Robert W. Dyke, Boating Law Administrator, Michigan
1977  Leonard Bouler, Boating Law Administrator (ret.), Mississippi
1976  Al Simon, Past President, National Boating Federation
1975  Lachlan Richards, Boating Law Administrator (ret.), California
1974  No award given
1973  Keith Wilson, Chief, Waterways Division, Michigan Department of 

Natural Resources
1972  Jeff Napier, General Counsel, Boating Industry Association
1971  Carl and Ricki Sheppard, Philadelphia Bulletin, Pennsylvania
1970  Ron Stone, Director of Government Relations, Boating Industry 

Association
1969  Admiral Roland Smith, Commandant, U.S. Coast Guard

NASBLA Presidents
1964  Harold Bradshaw, Michigan
1965  Lachlan M. Richards, California
1966  Tom Shackelford, Alabama
1967  C. Ray Wood, Oklahoma
1968  William B. Mathews, Maryland
1969  Paul Sarossy, Ohio
1970  Robert Rittenhouse, Oregon
1971  Robert Baker, Georgia
1972  Willard Barbee, Nebraska
1973  Roy Downing, Iowa
1974  Tom Stratton, Hawaii
1975  Charles Fullwood, North Carolina
1976  Tom Alexander, Arizona
1977  Thomas C. Welch Jr., South Carolina
1978  Robert Dyke, Michigan
1979  George W. Stewart Jr., Delaware
1980  Gary Myers, Tennessee
1981  Bill Delaney, New York
1982  Dale Morey, Wisconsin
1983  Bill Garner, Alabama
1984  Gene Sporl, Pennsylvania
1985  Merlin Johns, Oklahoma
1986  Carroll Henneke, Indiana
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1987  Larry Williford, Texas
1988  Kim Elverum, Minnesota
1989  Tom Atkinson, Nevada
1990  Randy Dill, Connecticut
1991  Joel Brown, Georgia
1992  Elizabeth Raymond, Mississippi
1993  Jim French, Washington
1994  Charles Clark, Louisiana
1995  Larry Rhinehart, Indiana
1996  Ed Carter, Tennessee
1997  Ed Carter, Tennessee
1998  Ted Woolley, Utah
1999  Bill Engfer, Wisconsin
2000  Paul Donheffner, Oregon
2001  Mike Wilson, Arkansas
2002  Steve Hall, Rhode Island
2003  Alvin Taylor, South Carolina  
2004  Fred Messmann, Nevada
2005  Randy Edwards, Iowa
2006  Charlie Sledd, Virginia
2007  Jeff Johnson, Alaska
2008  John Fetterman, Maine 
2009  Richard Moore, Florida
2010  Terry West, Georgia

Boating Safety Hall of Fame
The National Safe Boating Council honors the following individuals who have 

shown exemplary leadership and performed outstanding service on behalf of safe 
boating and the council. All are known as true champions of boating safety.

2010  Virgil Chambers
2010  Tim Smalley 
2010  Everette Tucker 
2009  Ed Carter 
2008  Carolyn Belmore 
2008  William Griswold 
2007  Scott Swanby 
2007  Charlie Walbridge 
2006  Pamela S. Dillon  
2006  Lt. Col. Charles Clark 
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2005  William Garner 
2005  John Michael Malatak 
2004  James Ellis 
2004  Richard H. Snyder 
2003  Al Marmo 
2003  George Stewart 
2002  William Selden 
2002  Ray Scott 
2001  Lysle Gray 
2001  Al Simon 
2000  Hunt Anderson 
2000  Mario Biaggi 
2000  John Breaux 
2000  Malcolm Wallop 
1999  Ron Stone 
1999  Carl C. Mahnken 
1998  John C. Bernhartsen 
1998  Aime Bernard 
1997  Dale P. Morey 
1997  William C. “Jack” Lucey 
1996  Al Bernardi 
1996  Newell “Boats” Garden 
1995  Richard Schwartz 
1995  Robert Burnside 

Past Chairs of the NSBC Board
2009-2011  Veronica Floyd, Brunswick Corporation 
2007-2008  Ruth Wood, BoatU.S. Foundation
2005-2006  Ed Carter, Tennessee Wildlife Resources Agency 
2003-2004  William Griswold, United States Coast Guard Auxiliary
2001-2002  William Selden, United States Power Squadron 
1999-2000  Larry Innis, Marine Retailers Association of America
1997-1998  Marty Law, Oregon State Marine Board
1995-1996  Elaine Dickinson, BoatU.S.
1993-1994  Pamela Dillon, Ohio Department of Natural Resources, 

Division of Watercraft
1992  Amie Bernard, United States Coast Guard Auxiliary
1990-1991  Jim Ellis, BoatU.S. Foundation 
1988-1989  John Dane, National Marine Manufacturers Association
1986-1987  Dale Morey, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources
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1984-1985  Newell Garden, New England Safe Boating Council
1981-1983  George Rounds, National Marine Manufacturers Association
1980  Bill Gray, National Boating Federation 
1977-1979  George Rounds, National Marine Manufacturers Association
1976  Al Limburg, Outboard Boaters Club
1973-1975  Robert Burnside, American Red Cross 

Past Chief Commanders United States Power Squadron
1914-1915  Roger Upton* (Boston) 
1916-1917  Theodore I. Coe,* JN (Huguenot) (Potomac River) 
1918  C. N. Burnell* (New York) 
1919  H. M. Williams* (New York) 
1920-1923  A. B. Bennett,* JN (Potomac River) 
1924-1925  H. A. Jackson,* N (New York) 
1926-1927  Dean Potter,* N (New York) 
1928  F. W. Horenburger,* JN (New York) 
1929  J. Edwin Lawton,* N (Potomac River) 
1930  Frederick W. Keator,* N (New Haven) 
1931  Frederick L. Reid* (Stamford) (Mid-Hudson) 
1932-1933  Benjamin S. Coe,* N (Housatonic River) 
1934  William A. Earl,* N (New York) 
1935-1936  Harold H. Funk,* N (Brooklyn) 
1937-1938  Wesley E. Morse,* N (Hartford) 
1938-1940  Arthur Middleton,* N (Potomac River) 
1941  William K. Anderson,* JN (Detroit) 
1942-1943  William L. Sayers,* N (North River) 
1944-1945  Bertrand H. Perry,* N (New York) (Annapolis) (Miami) 
1946-1947  Charles F. Chapman,* N (New York) 
1948-1949  F. Ritter Shumway,* AP (Rochester) 
1950-1951  A. N. Clifton,* N (Springfield) 
1952-1953  Herbert R. Prior,* N (North River!) (Clearwater) 
1954-1955  Kenneth B. Champ,* JN (Fostoria) 
1956-1957  William C. Wolfmuller,* N (Bayside) 
1958-1959  Lester C. Lowe,* JN (Los Angeles) 
1960-1961  Richard S. Weber,* JN (Detroit) 
1962-1963  Charles M. Bradley,* JN (Absecon Island) 
1964-1965  Walter J. Sutcliffe,* N (Northern New Jersey) 
1966-1967  Hugh Hutchings,* N (Sequoia) 
1968-1969  Emery E. Ellis,* JN (Ashtabula) 
1970-1971  George R. Hodell,* N (Houston) 
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1972-1973  Walter R. Cosdon,* JN (Los Angeles) 
1974-1975  William C. Lucey,* SN (Evanston) 
1976-1977  Robert L. Woods,* SN (New Britain) 
1978-1979  Harold E. Spoelstra,* SN (Portland) 
1980-1981  James H. Pou Bailey,* SN (Raleigh) 
1982-1983  Raymond A. Finley Jr.,* SN (Lackawanna) 
1984-1985  Bruce M. Steere,* SN (Dallas) 
1986-1987  Richard W. Miner,* SN (Birmingham) 
1988-1989  William D. Selden IV,* SN (Richmond) 
1990-1991  James T. Stewart,* SN (Skokie Valley) 
1992-1993  Gillette E. Gordon III,* SN (Diablo) 
1994-1995  Joseph L. Kennedy,* SN (St. Petersburg) 
1996-1997  L. M. Barnes,* SN (Rocky Mount) 
1998-1999  Arthur H. Farr,* SN (Rocky River) 
2000-2001  Lance J. Jensen,* SN (Bellevue) 
2002-2003  Theodore H. Smith,* SN (Grosse Pointe) 
2004-2005  G. Leslie Johnson,* SN (Diablo) 
2006-2007  Ernest G. Marshburn,* SN (Tar River) 
2008-2009  Creighton C. Maynard Jr.,* SN (Fort Worth) 
2010-2011  Frank A. Dvorak,* SN (Bellevue) 
      *Deceased at the time of printing

National Boating Safety Advisory Council
The National Boating Safety Advisory Council (NBSAC) was established 

by the Federal Boat Safety Act of 1971. The law requires the secretary of 
Homeland Security and the commandant of the Coast Guard by delegation, 
to consult with the council in prescribing Federal regulations, and regarding 
other major boating safety matters. The council consists of 21 members drawn 
equally from state officials responsible for boating safety programs; representa-
tives of the boating industry; and representatives of national recreational boat-
ing organizations and the general public. The secretary of Homeland Security 
appoints NBSAC Members. The director of Prevention Policy in Coast Guard 
Headquarters is the council’s sponsor.

The leaders of the National Boating Safety Advisory Council (NBSAC)
NBSAC Chairman/Years of Office/Years in Office

Mr. Edward Heine 1971-1976 6
Dr. Cecil Mackey 1977-1981 5
Mr. A. Newell “Boats” Garden  1982-1992 11
Mr. William Selden  1993-1998 6
Mr. James P. Muldoon 1999-Present 12



The Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTyThe Modern hisTory of recreaTional BoaTing safeTy 205205Who’s Who in Boating Safety

U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary Past National Commodores
1951-1952  Bert C. Pouncey Jr.*
1953-1954  Alexander S. Bauer*
1955  J. Webb L. Sheehy*
1956-1957  John Brent Tanner*
1958-1959  Charles S. Greanoff*
1960-1961  Bliss Woodward*
1962-1963  Homer L. Byers*
1964-1965  Elsworth A. Weinberg*
1967-1968  Grover A. Miller Jr.*
1969-1970  John B. Stone*
1971-1972  Harry S. Osbourn*
1973-1974  Harold B. Haney*
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