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Notice to Readers

Laws are constantly changing. Every effort is made to 
keep this publication as current as possible. However, 
the author, the publisher, and the vendor of this book 

make no representations or warranties regarding the out-
come or the use to which the information in this book is put 
and are not assuming any liability for any claims, losses, 
or damages arising out of the use of this book. The reader 
should not rely on the author or the publisher of this book 
for any professional advice. Please be sure that you have the 
most recent edition.



   xi

Preface

W hat gives the author the privilege and audacity to 
write a book on green boating? Time to provide a 
bit of background so it is clear who is communi-

cating with you. 

I am a west coast Canadian. Typical of that genre, I have 
long enjoyed playing and exploring on or in the ocean. I co-
own a small but very robust sailboat (a Nonsuch, originally 
designed for Great Lakes sailing) and also have an inflatable 
Zodiac and both a single and a collapsible double kayak. 
I have so far made 15 eight- to ten-day kayak trips along 
most of the BC coast. I have also delighted in a two-week 
trip down the South Saskatchewan River (Alberta portion), 
although one persistent detraction was the extreme impact 
of cattle; feces and hooves plowing up the muddy shores. My 
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sailing trips have generally been shorter, although I did spend 
three months exploring the waters along the northeast side of 
Vancouver Island and the San Juans. Other than a few days 
of dingy sailing in southern Saskatchewan, I have no boating 
experience in the vast rest of the world.

That’s the boating bit. As for the environmental impacts of 
boating and what I know about those, I have been a wildlife 
biologist for about 40 years. I was also an environmental law-
yer for almost 20 years.

Put it all together and I feel I am in a good position to 
collect information from various sources and come up with a 
guide to greener boating.

What triggered my specific interest in greener cruis-
ing? While kayaking, I have frequently seen rainbows of ny-
lon ropes and netting festooned over rocks and low-hanging 
branches along even the most remote shores of northwestern 
Vancouver Island and Haida Gwaii. Just above the driftwood, 
a jumble of bottles, Styrofoam blocks and bits, plastic contain-
ers, lightbulbs, tangles of monofilament fishing line, more net-
ting, ropes. Most was from fishing vessels and freighters, not 
recreational boaters, but the spectacle made me focus on float-
ing garbage. 

I had a more direct experience when I donned scuba gear 
to retrieve a friend’s glasses from below a marina dock. I saw 
no glasses on the bottom, so I took off my gloves to explore 
the silt by touch. As I swam, I noticed white anemones grow-
ing from the silt, plus some small rocks on the surface. Neither 
should have been there. As I quickly realized my mistake — 
that the anemones were toilet paper and the stones were fe-
ces — I started to gag … until I recalled that scuba regulators 
don’t pass solids well.
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Boaters freely using marinas as toilets is probably a thing 
of the past (although I haven’t donned scuba gear to check). 
However, I still see boaters cleaning their vessels and discharg-
ing a bilious green cleaning fluid into marina waters. As our 
populations grow, the collective impacts of brown boating will 
inevitably grow as well. Therefore, I have written this guide so 
that all of us realize the potential problems and each do what 
we can to make changes, even small ones, that will keep our 
aquatic playgrounds clean and green.  

I hope this book is both useful and enjoyable. Green on!
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B oating is a popular pastime. Boaters include sailors, 
cruisers, car toppers, canoeists, kayakers, anglers, 
even cruise ships; basically all of us who enjoy recre-

ational activities on our oceans, lakes, and rivers. About 35 
percent of Canadians (9.6 million people) now participate 
in boating, with Canadians owning some 4 million boats.1 In 
the United States, there are some 75 million boaters.2 

Boaters tend to have a strong connection with nature; a 
well-preserved natural environment is key to their continued 
participation and enjoyment. They want to protect the areas 
they enjoy on Canada’s waterways. And they contribute very 
little to the problem. A European study indicated that nearly 
80 percent of marine pollution comes from land-based activi-
ties, with nautical activities and especially recreational boating 
responsible for less than 1 percent of the overall pollution af-
fecting the marine environment.  We could therefore point ac-
cusatory fingers at industry, agriculture runoff, and storm and 
sanitary sewer discharge as primary causes of water pollution 
problems. However, our coastal and lakeside environments are 
very susceptible to pollution and physical damage, regardless 

1 “The Economic Impact of Recreational Boating in Canada 2012,” National Marine Man-
ufacturers Association Canada, accessed August 22, 2014. www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rc
t=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CB4QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.
nautismequebec.com%2Ffiles%2Ffiles%2FNMMA%2520Boating%2520Economic%252
0Impact%2520Study.pdf&ei=dGDtU8iAG6SDjALK9YDoCw&usg=AFQjCNG4Ne0KVD4
YdReFgm7Q0HxcvEz_pw&sig2=_Wwc1UkzyRN1CF1hHX2uAA&bvm=bv.73231344,d.
cGE&cad=rja  

2 “A Profile of Recreational Boating in the United States,” NOAA.gov, accessed August 22, 
2014. http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/websites/retiredsites/natdia_pdf/14boatus.pdf
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of the sources. Rapid population growth and development are 
increasing pressure on the aquatic environment in many parts 
of Canada and the US. Public perception is also important; 
recreational boating tends to be misleadingly regarded as a 
serious source of pollution simply because of high visibility on 
lakes and along the coast.

Boats interact with the aquatic environment with their 
emissions and exhaust, propeller contact, turbulence from 
the propulsion systems, waves produced by movement, 
noise, and movement itself. Each of these interactions can 
have harmful effects on the aquatic ecosystem, such as sedi-
ment re-suspension, water pollution, disturbance of fish and 
wildlife, destruction of aquatic plants, and shoreline erosion. 
The full marine environment is affected:

 • The air is affected by exhaust, fumes, and vapors. Ex-
haust residue from those old two-stroke outboard en-
gines, for example, leaves a choking blue cloud. 

 • The water is impacted by disposal of our wastes and 
by the algal blooms that thrive on nutrients in some 
of those wastes. Those old outboards leave a rainbow 
slick. Oil, fuel, antifreeze, and other fluids collect in 
the bilge and are then simply pumped overboard, 
often by automatic pumps. Dust from sanding boat 
hulls and paint is toxic and settles into bottom sedi-
ment, augmented by the slow-release poisons in our 
bottom paints. 

 • The riverbanks and shoreline are eroded by the wakes 
and waves from our vessels, fouled by our pets during 
their shore leaves, and choked by oil or fuel spills or 
releases. 
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 • The near-shore bottoms are scoured by turbulence (pro-
pellers lifting sediments from the bottom in shallow 
water, sediments which then settle on plants and reduce 
light penetration), propellers cutting aquatic plants, 
and plowing by our anchors, anchor rode and chains. 

 • Biological impacts include food-chain accumulation of 
toxins. Boating can introduce exotic plants and animals 
and also disperse native plants and animals into new 
water bodies. Water-associated wildlife is disrupted by 
our visual and noise disturbance, by our playful pets, 
by foods we leave behind or cast overboard, and by 
collisions with either our boats or our propellers. 

These impacts gain significance because we tend to con-
centrate our contamination. We moor in groups in sensitive 
foreshore areas and in confined bays — in marinas; popular 
anchorages; small, protected coves, and marine parks. Weath-
er and currents in the ocean and large lakes cannot refresh 
inshore waters and bays quickly, so our pollution accumulates 
in such areas.

So, how much of a problem is it really if a bit of trash or 
some fuel, oil, or cleaner goes over the side of your boat? 
What’s the problem with a bit of sewage in the vast ocean? 
How bad are the toxic hull paints? Good questions. 

Even if our individual impacts do not seem to be major 
ones, the effect of many of us in confined, protected spots adds 
up. Given that many of our impacts are easy to minimize, an-
other good question arises: Why not do so?

There’s a lot we can do to help ensure the health of the wa-
ters we enjoy, and this book will let you mitigate many of the 
environmental impacts of your boating, for cleaner, greener 
cruising.
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