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Wake Boats: 

Concerns and recommendations related to natural resource 

management in Michigan waters 

 

Today DNR Fisheries Division released Fisheries Report 37, “Wake boats: concerns and 

recommendations related to natural resource management in Michigan waters.” With 3,300 

miles of Great Lakes shoreline and more than 10,000 inland lakes, Michigan welcomes millions 

of boaters, anglers and other water-based recreationists every year. Wake boating, and towing 

surfers or wakeboarders behind wake boats, is an increasingly popular activity. These boats use 

ballast and other technologies to generate significantly larger wakes for wakeboarders to jump. 

Over time, though, these types of boats can potentially harm the environment. 

 

New research compiled in the report shows that operation of wake boats can potentially threaten 

lake health. Several recent studies show that wake boats can produce waves of 1.7 to 17 times 

the energy of those created by other comparably sized power boats, and these generated waves 

take much longer to decrease in size, too – between 225 feet to 900 feet from the boat. These 

larger waves can damage property and cause shoreline erosion, decrease water clarity and 

plant abundance, and add excess nutrients that contribute to poor water quality. 

 

Another design feature on wake boats directs water from the boat’s propellor toward the lake 

bottom. This water can generate turbulence that can kick up bottom sediments at much greater 

depths, which decreases water clarity and quality. Additionally, the water ballast systems in 

wake boats are easy places for aquatic invasive species, such as zebra mussels, to catch a ride 

and spread to other locations. 

 

We know that wake boat operators want to enjoy time spent on clean, healthy lakes, just like 

everyone else who visits Michigan’s waters. We’ve learned a lot in the last few years about the 

detrimental effects these boats can have on the environment, and these guidelines can help 

wake boaters do their part to protect our lakes. 

 

To protect the health of Michigan’s waters, and the fish and plant life that rely on them, through 
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this report DNR Fisheries recommends that wake boaters should remember these three simple 

steps:  

• When wakesurfing or wakeboarding, during which boat speed, wave shapers and/or 

ballast are used to increase wave height, operate at least 500 feet from docks or the 

shoreline, regardless of water depth. 

• When wakesurfing or wakeboarding, never operate in water less than 15 feet deep. 

• Completely drain ballast tanks before transporting a watercraft over land. 

This summary of the report was provided by one of the authors: 

Joe Nohner, Ph.D. 

Inland Lakes Habitat Analyst & Midwest Glacial Lakes Partnership Coordinator 

Michigan Department of Natural Resources 

   

Michigan Lakes and Streams Association looks forward to working with 

legislators using these recommendations to help protect our inland waters 

from potential harm from large wakes. 
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Michigan DNR eyes inland lake 
restrictions on wakesurfing boats 

• Published: Sep. 24, 2022, 8:00 a.m. 
 

 

 

By Garret Ellison | gellison@mlive.com 

LANSING, MI — Powerful wakes thrown by specialized boats which people surf behind is drawing scrutiny 

from state officials, who are recommending restrictions on where and how the boats can operate on 

Michigan’s inland lakes. 

The Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR) is proposing larger shoreline buffers and lake depth 

requirements for people operating “wake boats,” a type of heavy-draft inboard motor powerboat designed for 

wakesurfing, a watersport that’s growing in popularity. 

In a Sept. 1 report, DNR fisheries officials recommend such boats operate at least 500 feet from docks or 

shorelines and in at least 15-feet of water to prevent lake bottom scouring, shoreline erosion and dock 

damage from their heavy wakes. 

The recommendations have caught the attention of lake associations around Michigan, where wake boat 

concerns have simmered under the surface for several years as property owners and committee watched 

other states, most notably Minnesota, grapple with the issue. 
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On Sept. 16, the Michigan Lakes and Streams Association (MLSA) sent the DNR a letter stating that wake boats 

are “one the biggest issues we hear about from our members.” 

“Riparians across Michigan have strongly indicated their concern about shoreline and property damage, 

increased turbidity, negative impacts on fish habitat, and general safety on the water,” wrote Melissa 

DeSimone, MLSA director. 

DeSimone says the growing popularity of wakeboarding and wakesurfing — in which a people use a special 

board to surf behind a wake boat without a tow rope — has led to escalating concern among inland lake 

property owners about the impact the boats are having on lake bottoms and shorelines. 

The association would like to see some “responsible regulation” of wake boats and DeSimone said MLSA has 

spoken to some state lawmakers about the issue. 

“We’re seeing more of them. They are very popular. We’re seeing more impacts,” DeSimone said. “Without 

regulation on where they can operate and what kind of lake, were seeing them in these shallow situations 

where they are causing some damage to the environment.” 

According to studies cited in the DNR report, wake boats can produce waves with up to 17-times the energy of 

other comparable-sized powerboats and their propellors can generate enough turbulence to resuspend lake 

bottom sediments in water up to 33-feet deep. 

Wake boats are generally shaped with special hulls and propellers beneath the boat, rather than behind, and a 

stern weighted with ballast tanks. The lowered stern helps displace more water and maximize the following 

wave size. 

 

“The bigger the wave the more potential to cause damage to the natural resources,” said Jim Francis, DNR 

fisheries Lake Erie basin coordinator and lead author on the report. 
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Francis said the DNR has received increasing but anecdotal reports and complaints about wake boats rocking 

docked boats and eroding shorelines. 

According to the report, shoreline armoring applications submitted by lakefront owners “frequently have 

listed erosion from wake boats as part of their rationale” in recent years. 

An existing 100-foot shoreline buffer rule for boating wakes on most inland waters in Michigan is insufficient 

to manage wake boat waves, which take up to 1,000 feet to dissipate. That and other boating laws were 

developed prior to the popularization of wake boats, the report states. 

Beyond shoreline concerns, ballast tanks filled with lake water may be a vector for transporting invasive 

species, Francis said. Underside propulsion can also disturb lake sediments, re-suspending nutrients such as 

phosphorus, which is the primary fuel for harmful algae blooms.  

The DNR report cites restrictions enacted in other states, such as shoreline buffer rules and banned areas in 

Oregon’s Willamette River and restrictions on boat size and speed on certain lakes in Indiana, which also has 

established “ecozones” on some lakes to protect wildlife habitat. 

“A minimum lake size could be considered for wake boats,” the report states. 

In Michigan, some lakes have already established specific areas for wakesurfing. In Oakland County, Pine Lake 

in West Bloomfield Township created a “suggested route” in 2020 for wake boats in the deep water at the 

center of the lake. 

“While we realize the suggested route isn’t perfect, it’s a start,” the Pine Lake Property Owners Association 

website reads. 

In Ingham County, wake boats have been a topic of some debate among property owners around Lake 

Lansing. Curt Armbruster, chair of the lake’s advisory committee in Meridian Township, said the shallowness 

of the 500-acre lake would likely mean wake boats couldn’t operate under the DNR’s proposed minimum 15-

foot depth recommendation. 

“It would essentially ban wakeboarding on this lake,” said Armbruster, who noted that the Michigan State 

University wakeboarding team uses Lake Lansing. 

Armbruster, who heads the lake’s property owners association, says a handful of wake boats use Lake Lansing 

and he doesn’t see them as a big problem. His dock has been hit with two-foot wakes a few times when a 

boater made a turn too close to shore, but he said a properly secured boat with adequate dock fenders should 

handle the jostle fine. 

He thinks a large part of the wake boat dislike among lakefront owners is due to loud music playing on boats 

going by at slower speed. Depending on whether a wake boat is towing a wakeboarder or a wakesurfer, the 

DNR report says operating speed is typically between 9- and 23-miles per hour. 

“They probably do more damage than other boats but they don’t do the most damage on the lake,” 

Armbruster argued, pointing to a sandbar party each August that draws many people as being a larger concern 

for bottomland impact. 

“That one event causes more damage to the health of the bottom of the lake than wakeboarders have in the 

15-20 years they have been on this lake,” he said. 
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However, opinion is not uniform around Lake Lansing. 

“There are absolutely people on the lake who do not like these boats,” said Susan Andrews, who is also a 

member of the Lake Lansing advisory committee. 

“There’s so many users of the lake,” Andrews said. “The people who are sort of anti-wake boats are more into 

the nature of the lake rather than the recreation. Their recreation is more about seeing the bald eagles back 

on the lake, or that kind of thing.” 

Francis said the DNR report is not a formal proposal, but rather a set of recommendations to promote 

awareness of the potential for resource damage. 

Whether regulations follow is up to others, he said. 

“The first step is to make people aware of it,” Francis said. “If there continues to be issues, there are other 

alternatives people could consider.” 


