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WISCONSIN BOATING 
 
A N N U A L  P R O G R A M  R E P O R T  

PROGRAM SCOPE 
The Bureau of Law Enforcement boating program has a wide range of duties and responsibilities which 
include: 

• Accident Investigation, Reporting and Administration 
• Enforcement 
• Safety Education 
• Operations and Training 
• Public Service Announcements and Marketing 
• Municipal Ordinance Review and Administration 
• Waterway Marker Permitting and Administration 

PROGRAM CONTACTS 
Roy Zellmer, Boating Law Administrator  Penny Kanable, Boating Program Specialist 
Bureau of Law Enforcement     Bureau of Law Enforcement 
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources   Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
phone:  (608) 212-5385     phone:  (608) 228-9352 
fax:      (608) 635-8117     fax:      (608) 266-3696 
e-mail:  roy.zellmer@wisconsin.gov    e-mail:  penny.kanable@wisconsin.gov 

For more Wisconsin boating contacts, see the Recreational Safety Warden map at the end of this report.  

PROGRAM SUMMARY 

Accident Investigation, Repor ting 
and Administration 
Conservation wardens and municipal water patrol 
officers have the responsibility to investigate 
reportable boating accidents. A "reportable" boat 
incident is any incident (regardless of the number of 
boats involved) that results in loss of life, injuries that 
require medical treatment beyond first aid, boat or 
property damage in excess of $2,000, or complete 
loss of a boat.   
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WISCONSIN BOATING 

Wisconsin law requires every boat operator involved in a reportable boat incident to report the 
incident without delay to law enforcement officials. In addition, within 10 days of the incident, the 
operator must submit a written report.  Operator Boating Incident Report Forms are available on the 
Wisconsin DNR’s webpage, from DNR offices, sheriff's departments and many local police departments.  

The Department is required by state and federal 
law to gather boat accident reports and convey 
the information to the United States Coast Guard 
by entering the accident information onto the 
Coast Guard’s Boating Accident Report Database 
(BARD).  
 
Information gathered during accident 
investigations, including the causes and 
contributing factors of accidents, is used by the 
DNR to determine preventive action, increased 
enforcement measures, and public service 
announcements.  

 

2014 Accident Summary 

As of December 31, 2014, there were 
628,277 registered vessels in Wisconsin that 
display the State vessel registration number. A 
2% increase over 2013. 

During 2014 Wisconsin reports 117 boating 
accidents resulting in 82 persons injured and 9 
fatalities.  While still too high, 9 fatalities is the 
lowest recorded number of  deaths during a 
boating season. 

 2014 boating accidents involved 161vessels; 78% motorized and 22% non-motorized.  Property 
damage totaled $809,059, where damage information was reported. 
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The fatality rate was 1.43 deaths per 100,000 registered recreational vessels.  This rate represents a 
32% decrease from last year’s fatality rate of 2.12 deaths per 100,000 registered recreational vessels. 
 
 

 

17% of the operators involved in a boating accident were between the ages of 40-49, while 33% of the 
fatalities were between the ages of 20-29. 
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Operator inexperience does not appear to be a contributing factor in 2014 boat accidents.  As reflected 
below, 44% of the operators reported over 500 hours of boating experience.   

 

 

Lack of boating safety education continues to be noted in boating accident reports.  56% of the 
operators involved in an accident reported not completing a safety education course. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Only 22% of the operators involved in an 
accident reported wearing a PFD at the time 
of the accident. 
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Completion of a boating safety education class is mandatory for operators born after January 1, 1989, 
and who are 16 years old or older.  57% of operators involved in an accident reported that they had 
not completed a boat safety education class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2014 Fatalities 

Wisconsin reported 9 fatalities during 2014.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of the fatalities, alcohol use was unknown in 
78% of the accidents, 22% reported no 
alcohol use.  Where PFD use was reported, 
89% were not wearing a personal flotation 
device.  Drowning was determined to be the 
cause of death in 78% of the fatalities. 
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45% of the victims were reported to be fishing at the time of the accident. 

 

Enforcement  
State conservation wardens and municipal patrol officers provided on-the-water enforcement of boating 
laws.  The boating program 
administers funding to 
municipal water safety 
patrols to reimburse part of 
their operating expenses.  
Citations issued by the 
municipal water safety 
patrols are included in the 
charts.   

 

Emphasis has been placed on 
enforcement of safety 
violations, boating while 
intoxicated laws, navigation 
rules, personal watercraft 
operation, and life jackets. 
The United States Coast 
Guard also provides 
enforcement on the federal 
waters and the joint (state-
federal) waterways of the 
Fox River System from Green 
Bay to Lake Winnebago. 
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Safety Education 
The Mandatory Boating Safety Education Law requires any boat operator, born on or after January 1, 
1989, and who is 16 years of age or older, take and pass a Boating Safety Course to legally operate a 
motorboat. Those who do not have this certification are prohibited from operating a motorized boat or a 
personal watercraft (PWC) in Wisconsin. 

Wisconsin experienced an 8% increase in students completing the Wisconsin Boating Safety Education 
course during 2014.  Of the 11,801 students certified, 83% or 9,736 completed the online course.   

Wisconsin has 425 volunteer instructors certified to teach the classroom course, a 3.5% decrease in 
instructors from the previous year.  The volunteer instructors completed 202 classes (a 4% increase over 
the previous year) and recorded 3,657 hours during the reporting time period.   

The U.S. Coast Guard certified an additional 277 Wisconsin boaters, while the U.S. Power Squadron 
certified 22 boaters.  

Wisconsin’s mandatory education law includes language for Wisconsin residents and visitors who do not 
already possess a valid boating education certificate, but who wish to rent a boat or PWC to complete a 
condensed boating safety course and pass the exam in order to be issued a Temporary Boat Safety 
Certificate which expires at the end of the calendar year.  Of the 1,914 boaters completing the 
Temporary Boat Safety Certificate, 85% or 2,095 of the boaters completed the course at a Wisconsin 
watercraft rental business, while 15% or 376 completed on the online course. 

Ages for students certified in 2014, range from 9 to 81 years old, with 67% between the ages of 9-19. 
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Operation Dry Water 
With boating under the influence continuing to be a major factor in accidents 
and deaths on our nation’s waterways, officers with local, state and federal 
agencies again teamed up for Operation Dry Water, a national BUI 
enforcement and awareness campaign.    Significantly more law enforcement 
agencies are participating in Operation Dry Water, the nation’s year-round 
boating under the influence (BUI) awareness and enforcement campaign. This 
year, 585 local, state and federal agencies joined forces in every U.S. state 

and territory for the campaign’s annual heightened awareness 
and enforcement weekend and removed 318 intoxicated boat 
operators from our nation’s waterways.  
 
Wisconsin officers were on the water providing heightened 
enforcement and awareness about the dangers of drinking 
while boating. Operation Dry Water 2014 was June 27-29, 
just before the Fourth of July – a holiday known for heavy 
boating traffic and deadly accidents. Annually, Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources, local law enforcement 
patrols, the National Association of State Boating Law 
Administrators, and the U.S. Coast Guard join together in an 
intensified effort to detect intoxicated boaters and enforce 
boating under the influence (BUI) laws in Wisconsin. 
  
The increase in law enforcement participation led to a positive increase in recreational boater outreach 
as well. The goal of Operation Dry Water (ODW) and those who participate is not only to remove 
impaired boaters from the water. Equally important is the goal of raising awareness throughout the year 
among recreational boaters about the dangers that come with the decision to operate a vessel while 
under the influence. During this year’s heightened awareness and enforcement weekend, Wisconsin law 
enforcement officers made contact with 4,701 boaters as part of their education and awareness efforts. 
 

Public Service Announcements and Outreach 
 

Data summarized from citations/warnings and accident investigation is used to 
determine appropriate public service announcement and outreach efforts.  
 
The boating program used printed literature, radio, television, media interviews 
and presentations across the state. Wisconsin DNR sponsored ‘boating safety’ 
public service announcements on the Wisconsin Public Radio Network, Charter 
Media and Time Warner. Messages include Boat Safe/Boat Smart, PFD 
requirements, BUI/OUI, Operation Dry Water, Cold Water Safety, “Reach, Throw, 

Don’t Go”, Kids Don’t Float and National Safe Boating Week.   
 
WDNR, Bureau of Law Enforcement staff annually attend sports shows, county fairs, safety fairs, youth 
expos, school career days, state fair and other outreach events to spread the message about safe 
boating. 

Wisconsin Operation Dry Water  
Summary Report 

2014 

# of Agencies 29 
# of Officers 173 

# Vessels Contacted 1,732 

# Boaters Contacted 4,701 

# Boating Citations 135 

# BUI Arrests 6 

Highest BAC 0.17 

# Boat Safety Warnings 664 

# Media Contacts 32 

# Non-Boating Violations 188 
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The “Wear It” campaign is a strong marketing tool in 
Wisconsin.   WDNR purchased a mobile billboard that will be 
used to spread various safety messages throughout the year.  
The boating program purchased two boater safety banners.  
The mobile bill board is 8’x16’ and is located throughout 

northern Wisconsin 
and was used at the 
2014 Wisconsin 
State Fair, where 
more than 1 million 
citizens saw the display.  

Other educational efforts were implemented to reach 
additional people. Conservation wardens reached 

approximately 50,000 people through formal boating safety presentations and public forums such as 
outdoor sports expositions, boating shows, county fairs and the Wisconsin State Fair. 

The “Kid’s Don’t Float Life Jacket Loaner Board” program 
is a cooperative program between the Department of 
Natural Resources and various partners, in which a life 
jacket loaner station is placed at boat landings around 
Wisconsin.  DNR started the “Kid’s Don’t Float” Loaner Life 
Jacket Program in 2012.  In 2014, 15 new stations were 
added.  WDNR provides the materials, signage and 
personal flotation devices while the partners are 
responsible for securing permission from boat landing 
owners to place the structure, constructing, maintaining, 
over-winter storage and periodic checking of the station for 
damage, theft or other issues.  The partners in this program 
represent a large variety of government and service 
organizations.  It should be noted that Boy Scouts 
coordinated and/or assisted with the construction of 
numerous stations. Several of these scouts chose this 
program as their Eagle Scout Rank project. 

We currently have 53 partners in the Lifejacket Loaner 
Board Program with an additional 12-15 locations pending 
completion of partnership agreements, location selection and 
construction.     

WDNR will be expanding the Kids Don’t Float Life Jacket 
Loaner Board program to include some stations on the Lower 
Wisconsin State Riverway.   
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Operations and Training 
 
In 2014, law enforcement officers statewide logged 120,061 hours to recreational boating safety 
activities which include law enforcement, education, accident investigation, training and program 
administration.  49% of the total, or 59,384 hours were “On the Water”. 
 
DNR’s boat operation and training program continues to grow as we certify additional instructors and 
law enforcement officers statewide.  Obtaining certification as boat training instructors for DNR wardens 
reduces travel and tuition costs for the Department as well as our partner law enforcement agencies.  
161 officers attended a boat training course in 2014. 
 

2014 Boat Training Completed 
1st Aid/CPR Advanced Marine Fire Investigation 
Air Boat Operation Instructor Boat Control 
Boat Accident Investigation Canoe/Kayak Instructor 
ROV Team Sonar Operator Seated Field Sobriety Training 
Tactical Boat Operators / Pursuit & Stop  

 

Municipal Ordinance Review Program 
Wisconsin law allows local municipalities to enact local regulations relative to boating in the interest of 
public health, safety or welfare, 
including the public's interest in 
preserving the state's natural 
resources.  Local municipalities may 
have regulations governing such 
things as water skiing, shore zones, 
speed limits, etc. State boating law 
provides a general framework of 
regulation, but it is up to local 
municipalities to provide regulations 
tailored to local conditions.  
 
Proposed ordinances are required to 
be submitted for review. The 
department’s advisory review of the 
proposed ordinance provides 
comments, identifies any 
inconsistencies, and suggests revisions 
regarding the legality of the proposed ordinance. 

Waterway Marker Permitting and Administration 
Once a boat speed limit or controlled area has been lawfully established, regulatory signs or buoys may 
be posted by the local government.  
 
Conservation wardens review waterway marker permit applications for compliance with state and federal 
requirements and recommend approval or disapproval.  The boating program retains a permanent record 
of all approved and permitted waterway marker permit applications.  
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Recreational Safety Warden Map 
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