












































































































































69WWW.VIRGINIAWILDLIFE.GOV� 2026  VIRGINIA FRESHWATER FISHING & BOATING

of a vessel under 65.6 feet in length underway, 
�shing or at anchor in narrow channels shall 
not interfere with the passage of large, deep-
draft vessels that can safely navigate only inside 
such channels.

Restricted Visibility 
�e following rule applies to vessels not in sight 
of one another when navigating in or near an 
area of restricted visibility: 

Proceed at a safe speed adapted to the pre-
vailing circumstances and conditions of re-
stricted visibility. A power-driven vessel shall 
have engines ready for immediate maneuver. 

Except where it has been determined that 
a risk of collisions does not exist, every vessel 
which hears apparently forward of her beam the 
fog signal of another vessel, or which cannot 
avoid a close-quarter situation with another 
vessel forward of her beam, shall reduce her 
speed to the minimum at which she can be 
kept on course. She shall if necessary take all 
way o� (slow down or stop) and in any event, 
navigate with extreme caution until danger of 
collision is over.

Sound Signals for Restricted Visibility
Whistle means any sound producing device 
capable of producing a blast. 

Short Blast = a blast of about 1 second.

Prolonged Blast = a blast of from 4�6 seconds� 
duration.

In or near an area of restricted visibility, wheth-
er by day or night, the following sound signals 
shall be made:

�	 �A power-driven vessel making way through 
the water � one prolonged blast at least once 
every 2 minutes.

�	 �A power-driven vessel underway but stopped 
and making no way through the water shall 
sound at intervals of not more than 2 minutes 
two prolonged blasts in succession with an 
interval of about 2 seconds between them.

�	 �A sailing vessel, whether underway or at 
anchor, shall sound one-prolonged blast fol-
lowed by two-short blast at least once every 
2 minutes.
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All operators of boats with 10 hp or greater engine must complete an approved boating safety course.
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MOTORBOAT 
AND PWC 
OPERATORS
A Boating Safety Course 
is Required to Operate 
PWC�s and/or Boats With 
Motors 10 HP or Greater.
For more information:  
www.virginiawildlife.gov/ 
boating/education/
requirement/
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AIDS TO NAVIGATION
Buoys are the most familiar aids to navigation-they�re the signposts of the water. Here�s how they work: entering a channel or 
river from open water, buoys on the right (starboard) are painted red and are even numbered starting from the mouth. Buoys 
on the left (port) side of the channel are green buoys with odd numbers. Stay between the red and green buoys and keep to 
the right of the channel. 

Buoys marking mid-channel have red and white vertical stripes; those marking obstructions or junctions are striped horizon-
tally red or green with the top band marking the best channel. Red top: keep buoy on your right. Green top: keep buoy on 
your left. Remember: RRR for �Red Right Returning.� Returning means going upstream, or coming from the ocean.

Scuba divers or snorkelers must display �Diver Down� �ag 
that marks their area and boats must maintain distance of 
25 yards or more from any displayed diver down �ag.
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Blue Banded white buoy
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Opposite green and red 
buoys mark channel

Regulatory Markers�Uniform State 
Waterway Marking System
It is unlawful to place unauthorized regulatory markers on or near 
the public waters.

Controlled 
Area

Danger Exclusion Area: 
Boats Keep Out

Information
DaymarkDaymark Daymark

Stationary Channel Markers

Boaters may only tie up to designated 
mooring buoys. Do not tie up to 
any other type of navigational buoy 
or other aids to navigation.

RW “E”
Mo(A)

Lighted (White Light) 
Mid-channel Buoy 
Pass close to either 
side of unlighted red 
and white , vertically 
striped, spherical buoy.

Channel Junction 
Buoy (Red Top) 
Keep buoy to right 
going upstream to 
stay in preferred 
channel. (Keep Green 
Top buoy to left.)

Additional Markers

3

Can Buoy (Green) 
Keep buoy to left 
going upstream.

Nun Buoy (Red) 
Keep buoy to right 
going upstream.

Special Buoy (Yellow) 
A caution area meaning 
to steer clear. Indicates 
an isolated danger.

Lighted, whistle, bell, horn or gong buoy 
May be red, green or yellow.

Floating Channel Markers

VIRGINIA BOATER�S GUIDE
SAFE BOATING
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Other Safety 
Concerns
Boating Accident Reporting
As the operator of a vessel, you are required 
by law to �le a formal, written report of your 
boating accident with the DWR under certain 
circumstances.

To inform Law Enforcement about an ac-
cident that has just occurred, please call your 
county or city law enforcement group, sheri��s 
o�ce, Conservation Police O�cer, or Depart-
ment dispatcher (800-237-5712) or 911.

When a Report is Required
A formal, written report must be �led with 
DWR when there is:

�	 Damage over $2000 by or to the vessel or 
its equipment;

�	 Injury (requiring medical help beyond First 
Aid) or loss of life; and/or

�	 Disappearance of any person from a vessel.

When a person dies or disappears as a result 
of an occurrence that involves a vessel or its 
equipment, the operator is required by law 
to notify the DWR in Henrico, Virginia, or 
the most immediately available Department 
Conservation Police O�cer without delay and 
by the quickest means possible.

Time Frame for Reporting
Written reports must be �led within the fol-
lowing time frames from the boating accident:

�	 48 hours, if a person dies within 24 hours 
of the accident;

�	 48 hours if a person involved is injured and 
cannot perform usual activities;

�	 48 hours if a person disappears from a vessel;
�	 10 days if an earlier report is not required 

but becomes necessary; and/or
�	 10 days if the boat or property damage is in 

excess of $2000 or total boat loss.

How to File a Written Accident Report
Boating Accident Report forms (pages 75�76) 
can also be obtained from local law enforcement 
authorities, Department Conservation Police Of-
�cers, DWR website, and all Department o�ces. 
You may submit the completed forms in person or 
send them to the Virginia Department of Wildlife 
Resources, Boating Accident, 7870 Villa Park Dr., 
Suite 400, P.O. Box 90778, Henrico, VA 23228. 
�e boat operator or owner usually completes the 
form unless she/he is physically unable to do so.

Duty to Stop and Render Assistance
It is the duty of every operator involved in a 
collision to stop and o�er assistance. Operators 
involved in a collision, who knowingly fail to 
comply with this law when the collision or ac-
cident results in serious bodily injury to, or the 
death of, any person, shall be guilty of a Class 6 
Felony. When a collision or accident results in 

only property damage, the operator who does 
not comply with this law shall be guilty of a 
Class 1 Misdemeanor.

Naval Protection Zones
All vessels must operate at minimum speed 
necessary to maintain a steerage and headway 
(no wake speed) within 500 yards of the U.S. 
naval vessel and proceed as directed by the 
Commanding O�cer or the o�cial patrol. Vio-
lations of the Naval Vessel Protection Zone are 
a felony o�ense, punishable by up to 6 years in 
prison and/or up to $250,000 in �nes.

No vessel or person is allowed within 100 
yards of a U.S. naval vessel greater than 100 feet 
in length. Due to Little Creek Channel�s width 
of 150 yards, all vessels must exit Little Creek 
Channel when a U.S. naval vessel is approaching.

If you have questions about the Navel Vessel 
Protection Zone, contact Coast Guard Sector 
Hampton Roads Waterways Management Divi-
sion at 757-668-5580.

Operate at  Minimum Speed

KEEP OUT!

500
Yards

100Yards

America�s Waterway Watch
America�s coasts, rivers, bridges, tunnels, ports, 
ships, military bases, and waterside industries 
may be the terrorists� next targets.

If you see outwardly suspicious activity, or 
even behavior that makes you uneasy, please 
report it. Here are things to look for:

�	 Unattended vessels or vehicles in unusual 
locations. 

�	 Unusual night operations. 
�	 Recovering or tossing items into/onto the 

waterway or shoreline. 
�	 Operating in or passing through an area that 

does not typically have such activity. 
�	 Missing fencing or lighting near sensitive 

locations. 
�	 Transfer of people or items between vessels, 

or between vessels and the shore outside 
of a port. 

�	 Anyone operating in an aggressive manner. 
�	 Small planes �ying over critical locations. 
�	 Persons attempting to buy or rent �shing or 

recreational vessels with cash for short-term, 
unde�ned use.

�	 Other suspicious activity.

Call the National Response Center at 
877-24WATCH (249-2824) or 911 to report 
suspicious activity.

Boat Theft Prevention
When Buying a Boat
�	 Be careful because it could be stolen.
�	 Be certain that the boat�s description on the 

title matches the boat you are buying. Check 

year, make, length, and hull identi�cation 
number.

�	 Be sure the model and serial number on an 
outboard motor have not been removed, 
tampered with or altered.

�	 Be suspicious of a fresh paint job on a late 
model vessel.

�	 When buying a used vessel, try to deal with a 
reputable marine dealer or a broker licensed 
by the state.

�	 If the price seems too good to be true, there 
is a good chance that the boat is stolen.

Equipment Identi�cation
�	 Mark all equipment when purchased. 
�	 If your boat was built before 1972, it may not 

have a hull identi�cation number.
�	 It is a good idea to inscribe that registration 

number onto some unexposed location on 
the interior of your boat. 

�	 Document boat contents.
�	 Store gear/electronics when not in use.

Trailerable Boats
Stealing a boat is much easier if a thief can hitch 
up to your boat on a trailer and drive away. 
�ese tips may help.

�	 If possible, store the boat and trailer in a 
locked garage.

�	 Store boats in the back or side yard out of sight.
�	 Store the boat with the trailer tongue not 

easily accessible.
�	 Park another vehicle or other large object in 

front of the trailer.
�	 Remove one trailer wheel.
�	 Purchase a good quality trailer hitch lock 

and use it � even if stored inside.

Vessel Security
�ere are several things that can be done to 
reduce the risk of vessel theft.

�	 Lock marine hatch.
�	 Lock the forward hatch.
�	 Lock windows.

Report It 
If your boat, trailer, or gear is missing, report it 
immediately to the following groups. Use your 
written and photographic marine record to give 
speci�c and complete information.

�	 Local law enforcement agencies.
�	 Your insurance company.
�	 Department of Wildlife Resources.
�	 �e dock or harbormaster.
�	 Neighboring boaters.
�	 Local newspapers.

Carbon Monoxide
Carbon monoxide is an odorless, colorless, 
tasteless gas that can be toxic in small quan-
tities. It is produced by engines, generators, 
grills, and other equipment commonly used 
by boaters. Every year people who recreate on 
and around boats are overcome by the e�ects 
of carbon monoxide. 

VIRGINIA BOATER�S GUIDE
OTHER SAFETY CONCERNS
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OTHER SAFETY CONCERNS

Recreational boaters need to be aware of car-
bon monoxide poisoning prevention practices 
such as regular professional boat inspections; 
the installation and maintenance of carbon 
dioxide detectors in living spaces; the hazards 
of �platform dragging; exhaust leaks from CO 
sources, speci�c boat design features of con-
cern (especially houseboats); and the danger of 
swimming near the stern of the watercraft while 
generators, engines or other carbon monoxide 
producing equipment is in operation. 

Capsizings and Falls Overboard
Capsizings and falls overboard are the leading 
cause of fatal boating incidents. To help lessen 
the chance of capsizing or falling overboard, 
follow these basic safety tips:

�	 Always wear your life jacket.
�	 Stay low in the boat and maintain 3 points of 

contact. Keep 2 feet and 1 hand, or 2 hands 
and 1 foot in contact with the boat at all 
times. If seated, you have one point of con-
tact on the seat, and still need to maintain 
2 others � such as 1 foot, 1 hand, 2 feet, etc.

�	 When loading supplies into a boat, have one 
person get into the boat and then hand that 
person the supplies.

�	 If retrieving an item from the water, maneuver 
the boat close to the object and use a boathook 
or paddle. If you do need to reach outside the 
hull of the boat, keep 3-points of contact.

�	 Keep an even, balanced load.
�	 Do not attach the anchor line to the stern 

of the boat.
�	 When pulling up the anchor, stay low in the 

boat and well balanced.
�	 If in rough waters, head the bow of the boat 

anywhere from directly into the seas up to a 
45 degree angle depending on sea state and 
vessel construction. 

�	 Follow the information stated on the �Ca-
pacity Plate.� Never exceed the allowable 
weight, horsepower rating, or maximum 
number of people.

Enjoying The Water
Towed Sports Safety
Towed watersports is a fun activity for the whole 
family. When enjoying the water behind the 
boat, remember these important safety tips:

�	 Prevent propeller strikes by making sure to 
turn o� your boat when riders get into or 
out of the boat (this goes for swimmers too)

�	 Review hand signals with your riders, includ-
ing slow down, speed up, and stop

�	 Have a dedicated spotter in addition to the 
boat driver, so the driver can pay attention to 
other boaters rather than their rider

�	 Maintain a safe distance from other boaters, 
docks, piers, and other water hazards

�	 Be sure to follow the safe speed appropriate 
to your towed watersports activity

�	 Be respectful to other boaters and property 
owners

�	 Use extra care when towing more than one 
person

�	 Avoid towing in congested areas and busy 
channels 

Watch your wake
�	 Be aware of your wake, especially when 

changing speeds.
�	 Slow down enough to eliminate wake when 

needed.
�	 Use Trim Tabs if the boat is so equipped to 

minimize your wake.
�	 Boat in deeper waters, away from shore/

other boats.
�	 Arrange passengers to avoid creating a heavy 

stern; a heavy stern creates a big wake.
�	 Slow down ahead of time to avoid a follow-

ing wake.

Protect you and your passengers 
against other wakes
�	 Warn passengers ahead of time.
�	 Slow down but don�t stop. You need headway 

to be able to maneuver through the wake.
�	 Keep older passengers aft (near the stern).
�	 Cross at a slight angle to prevent the bow 

from being thrown high into the air.
�	 While overtaking a boat, cross its wake quickly.
�	 Try not to take a wake on your beam. Turn 

the bow into the wake at an angle and then 
resume course.

Paddling Safety
From mountain streams to the Chesapeake Bay 
and everywhere in between, there are many 
opportunities for enjoying the water with your 
paddlecraft. Just remember these safety tips.

�	 Life jackets are required on all paddlecraft. 
Because paddlecraft can capsize easily and 
waters can become quickly hazardous, life 
jackets should always be worn.

�	 Watch the weather and pay attention to wa-
ter levels. 

�	 Paddle in areas that match your skill level.
�	 Let someone know where you are going and 

when you plan to return.
�	 Paddling in a group is better than paddling 

alone.
�	 If paddling in areas with other boats, make 

sure you are visible by wearing bright colors 
or using a kayak safety �ag and stay out of 
the main channels. If you must cross the 
channel, take the most direct route possible 
and make the crossing as quickly as possible. 

�	 Make sure you have a means to communicate.
�	 Dress for immersion, the water temperatures 

in late fall and early spring can cause hypo-
thermia if your paddlecraft capsizes.

Identify your vessel � the USCG and DWR 
have free stickers for paddlecraft so that lost 
paddlecraft can be returned to their owner.

Environmental Laws
Pollution
It is illegal for anyone to pollute our waterways 
in Virginia. If you can�t recycle it, take it ashore 

to a trash receptacle. Please help keep the wa-
terways clean by picking up your trash. If you 
see any source or indication of water pollution, 
such as dead �sh, call your local Department of 
Environmental Quality regional o�ce, or call 
804-698-4000 or 800-592-5482.

Sea Turtle and Marine 
Mammal Encounters
While boating in Virginia coastal waters, 
you may encounter a variety of federally pro-
tected species, including sea turtles and ma-
rine mammals (whales, dolphins, porpoises, 
manatees and seals). All marine mammals are 
protected by the Marine Mammal Protection 
Act (MMPA), while manatees, some whale 
species, and sea turtles are protected by the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA). Sea turtles are 
common in the summer months in the coastal 
ocean, Chesapeake Bay, and associated river 
mouths. Marine mammals are most common in 
the coastal ocean and Chesapeake Bay mouth, 
but can occur inside the Bay and associated 
river mouths as well. Dolphins can be seen 
year-round, while whales and seals are more 
frequently seen in the winter months. 

Guidelines for viewing dolphins, seals, and 
sea turtles suggest to stay at least 150 feet away 
and cut the engine or remain in neutral if the 
animals approach you. Large whales such as 
humpback and �n whales can also be seen in the 
Chesapeake Bay and ocean waters o� Virginia. 
Vessels are asked to remain at least 300 feet from 
these whales. Visit the NOAA website for more 
information about viewing marine life: �sheries.
noaa.gov/new-england-mid-atlantic/marine-
life-viewing-guidelines/whale-watching-and-
wildlife-viewing-new

Endangered North Atlantic right whales may 
also be seen o� of Virginia�s coast between 
November and May. Federal law prohibits any 
vessel to approach within 1500 feet or 500 yards 
from these species. Vessels of certain sizes are 
also required by law to go 10 knots or less in 
designated areas and months each year. Visit 
the NOAA website for more information about 
vessel speed restrictions. 

Occasionally manatees are sighted in Vir-
ginia waters. Vessel operators should avoid 
approaching manatees as they are critically 
endangered and susceptible to vessel strikes. 
Be a responsible vessel operator and allow Vir-



73WWW.VIRGINIAWILDLIFE.GOV� 2026  VIRGINIA FRESHWATER FISHING & BOATING

���������������������
���������������

Order at: GoOutdoorsVirginia.com or scan QR��

Virginia WildlifeVirginia Wildlife
2025 Calendar2025 Calendar

2025_cover_backcover_06112024_ml.indd   22025_cover_backcover_06112024_ml.indd   2

��������������������

�����������
���������������������������������
�
���������������
�����	�����	��������������
�����������������������������
����������

������������
����������������������	����������������������
��������������������������
��������������������������������������������
���������
������������������

LIFE LIFE 
JACKETS JACKETS 
SAVE SAVE 
LIVES!LIVES!

�����������������������


Meghan Marchetti / DWR

ginia�s sea turtles and marine mammals to exist 
undisturbed in our waters, their natural habitat.

Anyone who suspects a marine mammal or 
sea turtle is injured, entangled, or in distress is 
encouraged to call the hotline at (757) 385-7575.

The Marine Environment
Nuisance aquatic species, such as zebra mussels 
and hydrilla, can spread quickly, replace native 
species and damage water resources. Properly 
cleaning boats and equipment after each use can 
prevent the spread of invasive marine species. 

Submersed aquatic vegetation (or SAV) are 
underwater plants often found in shallow (usu-
ally less than 6 feet) areas. �ey are important 
habitat for �sh and shell�sh, particularly the 
blue crab, and are a food source for several 
waterfowl species. Scienti�c studies have shown 
that SAV beds can be scarred by boat propellers 
or by larger craft if they run aground. When op-
erating your boat in shallow areas, particularly 
at low tide, be careful to avoid damaging SAV.

Clean, Drain, Dry
All boat operators must do the following before 
departing a body of water:
�	 Clean any aquatic organisms or vegetation 

from the boat, trailer, and equipment
�	 Drain bilge tanks
�	 Dry to the extent possible

BOAT RAMPS & ACCESS POINTS
DWR-managed public boat access 
facilities are to be used for parking 
vehicles/trailers while boating and 
�shing, and are provided for this pur-
pose only. Camping, swimming, sun-
bathing, loitering, or any other use of 
the property, other than launching or 
retrieving boats and/or �shing is pro-
hibited and considered trespassing. 
Public display of alcoholic beverages 
is prohibited. No �shing from boating 
access piers. PWC staging on, or ad-
jacent to, the boat ramp is prohibited. 

Littering, dumping and destruction 
of state property laws will be strictly 
enforced on these properties.

Maps and driving directions may not 
work for all locations. Map information 
produced through Google is intended 
for planning purposes only. You may 
�nd that construction projects, traf�c 
conditions, or other events may differ 
from the map results. Remember to 
check a boat landing�s status before 
visiting! www.virginiawildlife.gov/
boating/access












