
WATERFRONT ACTIVITIES

Waterfronts are one of the most popular areas in parks during 

summer. The activities a park offers at the waterfront are many: 

swimming, fishing, boating, playgrounds, picnicking, to name a 

few. The unique risk exposure of water activities requires that your 

organization take steps to protect park patrons.
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When offering fishing locations, the primary 

consideration is whether it conflicts with other 

activities. Fishing should be located away from the 

swimming beach so as not to accidentally hook bathers 

or leave behind lost tackle. 

Be sure to inspect fishing areas.

  Look for natural hazards, such as bank erosion and 
unsafe trees or limbs. 

  Review for artificial hazards, such as barbed wire 
and overhead electrical lines, that could also cause 
injury. Be sure to eliminate or avoid these. 

  Identify any new hazardous conditions. 

Use signs to clarify the designated fishing locations, 

explain rules and indicate prohibitions.

Fishing Piers
Fishing piers are a popular way to provide access to 

better fishing without the use of boats. Locate fishing 

piers far enough away from swimming areas to avoid 

accidents with hooks and tackle. Post “No Swimming 

and Diving” signs at the entrance of piers. 

You should inspect and maintain fishing piers just 

like other park equipment. The deck planking should 

be firmly attached and checked for signs of rot. 

Railings and guards should be secure and free of 

protruding hardware or other projections. Consider 

adding reflectors to the pier to make it more visible to 

nighttime boaters and to snowmobilers in winter.

FISHING

BOATING

Motorized and nonmotorized boating is a popular 

pasttime for Minnesotans. When providing access to 

your park’s waterways, it is important to take steps to 

ensure a safe and enjoyable experience for parkgoers.

Boat Ramps and Boarding Piers
Boat ramps and boarding piers (launching docks) are 

the foremost features of water access. Because of 

the activity surrounding these structures, safety is 

important. Whether you have an existing water access 

or plan to have one in the future, including certain 

design elements can add to a more safe and enjoyable 

experience for boaters. These include:

  Parking lot design. The size of the parking lot is 
often key to controlling the number of boaters on 
the lake. Providing pull-through parking spaces 
decreases the need for backing up with trailers 
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and helps reduce “backing into” incidents. The 
addition of a tie-down lane and/or an aquatic 
invasive species removal area helps mitigate 
congestion at the boat access and gives boaters a 
chance to prepare for launch or departure in a more 
controlled manner. The parking lot design should 
also include a means of diverting or filtering storm 
water runoff before it enters the body of water.

  Pay attention to overhead power lines. If power 
lines are located over the boating access facilities, 
determine if there is the risk potential for 
contact with boating equipment, most notably 
sailboat masts.

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
  Whether the boarding pier is removable or 

stationary, consider increasing its visibility 
during the evening hours or winter. The addition 
of reflectors would help to provide warning of 
the pier’s location to approaching boaters or 
snowmobilers. Care should also be exercised when 
storing removable piers for the winter. Store dock 
components in a location that does not conflict with 
winter vehicle traffic. 

  Conduct periodic inspections for not only the 
condition of the ramp and pier, but also the 
underwater area around these structures. Broken 
glass, discarded equipment or other hazards can be 
concealed under the water and cause injury.

  Pay special attention to the end of the ramp for 
signs of “power loading.” When boats power load 
(gun the engine and use the power of the prop to 
load the boat onto a trailer), the lake bottom can be 
displaced at the end of the boat ramp, creating a 
trench where trailers can drop down and get stuck, 
and a mounding of lakebed material behind the 
trench into which boats could run.

  Follow the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources guide for signage strategies at boat 
access facilities. Also at launching piers, you should 
post signs to warn against swimming and diving 
from the dock. 

Nonmotorized Boating
The public may want to use nonmotorized 

boating equipment (e.g., canoes, kayaks, sailboats, 

paddleboards) when enjoying your waterfront. 

Although water access is provided at boat launch 

facilities, you may want to consider a carry down 

access for this equipment. When providing a carry 

down access, conduct inspections and maintenance of 

the area. Keep the space free of slip and fall hazards, 

as well as other objects that pose a safety danger. 

The Minnesota Department of Natural Resources 

enforces boating regulations, including registration 

of all nonmotorized boats. This encompasses 

paddleboards, too. These regulations require that 

children under 10 years old wear a lifejacket and those 

10 years old and older have one readily accessible. 

You may want to consider a life jacket loaner station 

for boaters. Various foundations and organizations 

often provided this service free of charge. When 

offering these stations, be sure to inspect and maintain 

the life jackets regularly, replacing them when 

necessary.

See Chapter 3 for more information about rental 
equipment.

Minnesota residents and tourists expect beaches to be 

safe environments for themselves and their families. 

Careful attention must be given to ensure these 

recreational areas are indeed kept safe. 

Designated Swimming Area
If a public swimming area is located on a body of 

water where operation of motor-powered watercraft 

is allowed, Minnesota Administrative Rule 6110.1600 

SWIMMING BEACHES
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requires that the swimming area be marked in the 

following manner:

Entire perimeter identified by white marking buoys 
no less than 9 inches in diameter and spaced 
no more than 75 feet apart. No fewer than three 
markers can be used to establish a boundary line.

Marking buoys must extend no less than 36 inches 
above the water and contain two diamond shapes 
with crosses signifying “boats keep out.” The words 
“swim area” should also appear on each marker. 
(Further details about these markers can be found 
in the rule.)

Signage
Warning signs, rules and regulations should be posted 

where there is the best chance to be seen by all who 

enter the beach area. Give careful consideration to 

the wording on signs. Inclusion of pictograms may be 

prudent. If swimming is allowed, signs should:

Clearly define swimming and nonswimming areas.

Define beach hours.

Warn of any known, uncorrectable hazards.

Include rules and regulations of the beach, such 
as no alcohol, no pets, no glass, no smoking, no 
unsupervised children under a specified age.

If swimming is not allowed, or an area could be 

perceived by the public as a designated swimming area 

even though it is not maintained as such, a sign should 

be posted that simply reads, “No Swimming.”

Beach Lifeguards
When lifeguards are employed to supervise the beach, 

proper elevated observation platforms must be in 

place. In addition, safety equipment should be readily 

available to lifeguards on duty, including but not 

limited to:

First-aid kit.

Ring buoy or rescue tube.

Spine board.

Rescue boat.

Communication device (radio or phone).

Give special consideration to signage identifying when 

a lifeguard is on duty. Instead of displaying a sign 

depicting the hours when a lifeguard is on duty, it is 

better to have a permanent “No Lifeguard on Duty” 

sign posted and when a lifeguard is attending, cover 

that sign with one that reads “Lifeguard on Duty.” 

This allows for more flexibility and covers unexpected 

events such as bad weather or illness.

If no lifeguards are employed, signs that read “No 

Lifeguard on Duty” should be permanently posted at 

the beach.

More Best Practices
Make periodic inspections to keep the beach and 
swimming area free of hazardous debris. Weed 
removal and control may also be necessary. Records 
of inspection and maintenance should be retained.

Develop a procedure for emergency communication. 
This might include locating a public phone near the 
beach with emergency numbers posted nearby.

Electrical outlets located on the outside of beach 
facilities should be ground fault protected and have 
weatherproof covers.

Waterfront Activities Resources
Minnesota Administrative Rules Section 6100.1600

“ Water Access: Installing a Boat Ramp” from the 
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources  

“ Design Handbook for Recreational Boating & 
Fishing Facilities” and “Operations & Maintenance 
Program Guidelines for Recreational Boating 
Facilities” are available for purchase from the 
States Organization for Boating Access (SOBA)

This manual is intended for general information purposes only and 
should not be construed as legal or coverage advice on any specific 
matter. The appropriate experts should be consulted when making 
decisions regarding the information provided in this guide.

This resource contains references to various Internet sites. MCIT 
does not take responsibility for the information or content contained 
in those sites, nor does it exercise any control thereof. Questions 
concerning this guide should be directed to the MCIT Risk Control 
Manager at 1.866.547.6516.
Minnesota Counties Intergovernmental Trust, 100 Empire Dr., Suite 
100, St. Paul, MN 55103-1885
www.MCIT.org

Special thanks to Three Rivers Park District for sharing its 
photography for use in this guide.
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