
NASBLA BOATING SAFETY EDUCATION 
MINIMUM STANDARDS

FOREWORD

There are as many different groups in the boating safety education field today as there are 
different kinds of boats.  No doubt this is as it should be.  Canoeists, for example, need to learn 
different skills for the safe handling of their craft than do day sailors.  When it comes to 
education, power boat devotees cannot be treated as a class.  There are vast differences in the 
rules of seamanship for operating a small trailerable boat on inland lakes and a yacht on the 
Great Lakes or on offshore coastal waters.  Yet, there are common threads in all boating safety 
education such as cultivating a healthy respect for the marine environment, observing navigation 
rules and equipment requirements and learning to share the water with courtesy.

A minimum degree of uniformity in boating safety education is not only possible but essential to 
the boating public. Not withstanding the many fine public and private agencies engaged in 
boating and water safety education in each state, gaps are bound to develop in reaching the 
boating masses. They already have.

Non-uniform, uncoordinated safety education efforts from state to state, and often within the 
bounds of a state, have resulted in a saturation of some areas and an absence of instruction in 
others.  Also, it is difficult to reach certain kinds of boat users through conventional boating 
safety education channels.

The Education Committee of the National Association of State Boating Law Administrators 
(NASBLA) perceives that something positive can be done to fill the education gap.  NASBLA 
can help immeasurably by developing and endorsing minimum nationally recognized boating 
safety education standards.  Uniformity and reciprocity are the keystones.

The mission of the NASBLA Boating Safety Education Minimum Standards is to provide 
accurate minimum standards for boater education courses for the promotion of continuity, 
consistency, uniformity and a high level of information and training among the states, 
commonwealths and territories.  To this end, the Education Committee has forged the following 
minimum standards.



SECTION 1. MINIMUM COURSE CONTENT FOR BOATING SAFETY EDUCATION.
Recommended for six to eight hour course (recommended eight) with a reading 
comprehension level of approximately twelve years.

A. The Boat.

1. Boat types; basic types and hull designs and their uses.

2. Capacity (load and horsepower); importance of checking capacity plate, and 
where to find it.

3. Numbering.

a. What boats must be numbered (reciprocity--state of principal use).
b. Numbering procedures.
c. Display of numbers.
d. Documentation.
e. Hull identification number.

4. Equipment.

a. Required use and maintenance.

i. Personal flotation devices; types and requirements.
ii. Navigation lights.
iii. Fire extinguishers; type and requirements.
iv. Ventilation.
v. Flame arrestor.
vi. Sound-producing devices.
vii. Visual distress signals (depending upon location).
viii. Local requirements.
ix. Pollution (oil and MSDs).

b. Recommended equipment; as necessary for location and size of craft.

B. Preparation.

1. Trailering/transporting.

2. Awareness of environmental conditions; checking weather and water conditions 
before heading out.

3. Specific local hazards; local hazards such as large bodies of water, weather, 
white water, dams, cold water, etc.

4. Float plan; how and when to complete a float plan.

5. Preventative maintenance and storage; include engine, boat, equipment and fuel 
conservation tips.

C. Operation.



1. Operator responsibilities

a. Careless/reckless/negligent operation.
b. Alcohol, controlled substances and stressors.
c. Littering/pollution.
d. Ethics; use of courtesy and common sense on the water.

2. Navigation rules.

a. Meeting, passing, crossing; non-motorized and commercial craft 
situations.

b. Sound signals.
c. Navigation lights (may be covered in Equipment section).

3. Aids to navigation; buoys and other water markers, including lateral, and/or 
Uniform State Systems and diver’s flags.

4. Departure/underway.

a. Changes in environmental conditions; checking water and weather 
conditions.

b. Maneuvering--operating underway; keeping a lookout, basic navigation 
and charts or maps.

5. Mooring.

a. Docking; including some information about lines and knots.
b. Anchoring; types of anchors, line lengths, etc. how and when.

6. Other activities and water sports, including personal watercraft (off-throttle 
steering, sudden maneuvers, operation in proximity to other vessels, other recreationists, shorelines, 
shoreline facilities, and wildlife) and other topics such as fishing, hunting and waterskiing.

7. Accidents.

a. Causes/prevention.

i. Fatal.
ii. Non-fatal.

b. Legal requirements.

i. Rendering assistance.
ii. Accident reporting.

8. Responding to emergencies such as falling overboard, fires on board, cold-
water survival, first-aid kits and repairs.

D. Specific State Requirements.



E. Course Requirements.

1. To qualify as NASBLA approved, each course shall consist of:

a. a workbook or text
b. an exam
c. a syllabus or course outline
d. the course objectives

(The order of content is not important, so long as each item listed is covered.  The degree of 
coverage may vary from state to state as dictated by local need.)

SECTION 2.             MINIMUM COURSE CONTENT FOR PERSONAL WATERCRAFT   
EDUCATION.

A. Operational Characteristics.

1. Jet propulsion, including off-throttle steering.
2. Capacity (load and horsepower).
3. Re-boarding, re-righting.
4. Lanyard/cut-off switch.
5. Fuel reserve tank.
6. Equipment limitations.
7. Maneuvering.

B. Preparation.

1. Trailering, transporting.
2. Special local hazards.
3. Filing a float plan.
4. Preventative maintenance and proper storage.
5. Awareness of environmental conditions; checking weather before departing.

C. Laws and Regulations.

1. Numbering.

a. What boats must be numbered--reciprocity, state of principal use.
b. Numbering procedures.
c. Display of numbers.
d. Hull identification numbers--locations, definitions.

2. Equipment.

a. Personal flotation devices--types and requirements.
b. Fire extinguishers--types and requirements.
c. Backfire flame control.
d. Sound-producing devices.



e. Visual distress signals (depending upon location).
f. Local requirements.
g. Pollution (oil, fuel discharge).
h. Noise limits.
i. Optional equipment--goggles, gloves, footwear, sunscreen, tow line, 

high-impact PFD.

3. Operation.

a. Operator responsibilities

i. Negligent/careless operation.
ii. Proper lookout.
iii. Alcohol, controlled substances and stressors.
iv. Littering, pollution.
v. Wake, speed, proximity to others.
vi. Proximity to shoreline and shoreline facilities, limited duration.
vii. Proximity to wildlife, environmental affects.
viii. Towing water skiers--observer, vessel capacity.
ix. Night time operation.
x. Restricted areas.
xi. Courtesy and common sense.

b. Navigation rules.

i. Meeting, passing, crossing; non-motorized and commercial craft 
situations.

ii. Sound signals.

c. Aids to navigation; buoys and other waterway markers including lateral 
and/or Uniform State Waterways Marking System, diver’s flags.

d. Accidents.

i. Causes, prevention--fatal and non-fatal.
ii. Reporting requirements and rendering assistance.

e. Responding to emergencies such as falls overboard, fire on board, cold-
water survival, first-aid kits and repairs.

f. Theft prevention.

D. State Specific Requirements.

E. Course Requirements.

1. To qualify as NASBLA approved, each course shall consist of:

a. A workbook or text
b. An exam



c. A syllabus or course outline
d. The course objectives 

SECTION 3.             MINIMUM STANDARDS FOR PERSONAL WATERCRAFT   
ENDORSEMENTS.

This endorsement, when presented in additional to the items in Section 1, should be  
considered equal to the minimum standards for NASBLA approval for personal  
watercraft courses as outlined in Section 2.

A. Operational Characteristics.

1. Jet propulsion, including off-throttle steering.
2. Re-boarding.
3. Lanyard/cut-off switch.
4. Fuel reserve tank.
5. Equipment limitations.
6. Maneuvering.

B. Preparation.

1. Pre-departure check list.

a. Gasoline fumes.
b. Safety equipment.
c. Electrical systems.

C. Laws and Regulations.

1. Equipment.

a. Noise limits.
b. Equipment limitations.
c. PFD wearage.
d. Optional equipment--goggles, gloves, footwear, sunscreen, tow lines, 

high-impact PFDs.

2. Operator responsibilities

a. Wake, speed, proximity to others--courtesy, requirements.
b. Proximity to shoreline and shoreline facilities, limited duration.
c. Proximity to wildlife, environmental affects.
d. Towing water skiers--observer, vessel capacity.
e. Night time operation.
f. Sudden maneuvering.
g. Courtesy and common sense.

3. Accident prevention as it relates to PWC.

D. State Specific Requirements.



SECTION 4. METHOD OF IMPLEMENTATION.

A. Any method of implementation that complements the course design and achieves the 
desired results of the sponsoring agency or organization is acceptable.  A program evaluation that includes 
performance standards, and tests or a workbook or both, shall be a part of each course.

B. An examination that is administered as a substitute for a NASBLA approved boating 
safety course must contain questions on all subjects listed in the course content section of these standards.

C. If a boating instructor is utilized, the instructor shall be adequately trained.

D. Practical application or on-the-water instruction is encouraged but shall be optional, at 
the discretion of the sponsoring agency, and compatible with course design.

E. It is recommended that state boating law administrators take the lead role in the 
coordination of boating safety education efforts of the various agencies and organizations promoting 
boating safety education in their respective states.  This is recommended in order to provide the most 
effective and efficient statewide coverage of boating education programs.

SECTION 5. INSTRUCTOR QUALIFICATIONS AND QUALITY CONTROL.

A. Instructor Qualifications.

1. Maximum utilization should be made of the existing cadre of qualified 
instructors.  These instructors have been well trained through state boating safety programs, the United 
States Coast Guard Auxiliary, the United States Power Squadrons, the American Red Cross, the YMCA, 
the National Boating Safety Course and other boating oriented agencies.  Instructors that have completed 
the prescribed instructor training courses from one of the these sources, and that provide instruction in 
NASBLA approved courses, should be considered by state agencies to be qualified instructors in boating 
safety.  However, final determination of an instructor’s qualifications for teaching a state boating course 
rests with the State Boating Law Administrator or other state official charged with administering a 
boating safety education program.

2. Approval of instructors for specialized courses such as canoeing, kayaking, 
board sailing, etc., that are available through the American National Red Cross, American Canoe 
Association and other agencies, may be granted.  However, such approval shall be in addition to the 
qualifications set forth above.

3. All states are encouraged to expand their capabilities for instruction of boating 
safety in order to maximize use of the basic course content set forth herein.  In establishing boating safety 
programs, emphasis should be placed on certain qualities leading to the effective transmittal of 
information necessary to implant sufficient knowledge of boating safety in students.

The following qualifications are considered essential for this purpose:

a. Instructor/student communication.
b. Logical thinking.
c. Human relations.
d. Lesson planning.



e. Teaching methods.
f. Instructional aids.
g. Handicaps to learning.
h. Evaluations.

B. Quality Control.

1. Generally, existing policies of the organizations involved in boating safety 
education require an annual update or recertification.  Quality of instruction would be assured through 
this means with each group auditing its own program.  Those that become approved as instructors under a 
recognized state program should be required to provide evidence of their continued qualification on a 
biannual basis.

2. Quality control at the national level is a function of NASBLA.  Accordingly, 
these standards shall be reviewed every three years to ensure that they serve the needs of the national 
recreational boating safety program.  A provision for the periodic review of NASBLA approved courses is 
included in Paragraph III C, under National Recognition.

SECTION 6. NATIONAL RECOGNITION.

A. The NASBLA Education Committee (known herein after as the Committee) shall 
review boating courses to ensure that they meet the criteria established in these standards.

B. Whenever possible, the Committee shall be composed as follows (but is should be 
flexible enough to recommend future changes in membership should the need occur):

1. At least ten regular and five associate members as follows:

a. From states: two from each region, one of whom should be the regional 
education committee chairperson, Southern, Northern and Western, plus one or more regular members to 
be appointed at the discretion of the President.

b. From the associate membership as provided in Article 11 of the 
NASBLA By-Laws; five members from NASBLA’s associate membership roster such as the U.S.C.G. 
Auxiliary and the U.S. Power Squadrons.

c. From the U.S.C.G.: one ex-officio member.

2. To ensure a “continuous chain of thought” as the Committee progresses, and to 
prevent abrupt departures from any established norm, members should serve staggered terms.  It is 
suggested the one state member from each region serve for three years and the other for two years.  The 
members appointed at the discretion of the President should serve for one year.

The U.S. Power Squadrons and the U.S.C.G. Auxiliary elect new national 
officers annually or biannually, and the U.S.C.G. officers transfer frequently. 
However, if possible, associate members should serve two-to-three year terms 
or longer.

3. All members should be currently involved in boating education.  State members 
should be boating education supervisors or directors or persons who have served in the capacity.



C. The Committee should review course materials from national organizations, states and 
organizations whose courses are recommended by appropriate boating law administrators.  Sponsors of 
courses previously approved shall, every three (3) years submit a letter to the Committee certifying their 
courses have no changes and are in compliance with the minimum standards.  This does not mean that 
course books have to be reprinted.  Changes can be made with addenda.  The Committee shall advise the 
membership at large of all planned reviews in order to encourage recommendations and comments.

D. The Committee will decide if a course meets the NASBLA standards.  Those that do 
shall be considered “NASBLA approved.”

E. The NASBLA Executive Board shall hear appeals in the event a course is rejected by 
the Committee.

F. After a course is approved by the Committee, the course sponsor and the U.S.C.G. 
shall be notified.  A copy of the course material will be retained in the NASBLA files along with a copy 
of the approval letter.

G. By special agreement with the U.S. Coast Guard, courses approved by NASBLA are 
“recognized by the U.S. Coast Guard as acceptable to the National Recreational Boating Safety Program.”

H. The Committee shall maintain a list of courses that have been approved by NASBLA 
and recognized by the U.S. Coast Guard.  The list shall be submitted to companies that write marine 
insurance.  Insurance companies should be encouraged to give premium reductions to graduates of such 
courses.  The list shall be revised annually.  A copy shall be maintained in the NASBLA manual.

I. Except where prohibited by law, all state boating law administrators shall recognize 
for reciprocity courses that have been approved by NASBLA and recognized by the U.S.C.G.  Such 
courses shall be considered “nationally recognized and approved.”  This terminology should be used as an 
incentive when promoting boating education.

J. The term “nationally recognized and approved” shall entitle graduates of such courses 
to reciprocity in all states for the purpose of meeting requirements for mandatory education, licenses or 
safety certificates.  However, a state may require boat operators to demonstrate knowledge of specific 
state requirements set forth in the course content section of these standards in order to obtain that state’s 
recognition.

K. A certificate of completion shall be issued to each graduate of an approved course. 
NASBLA hereby urges member states to issue wallet size certificates which include name, date of birth, 
sex, and trackable certificate number for uniformity and ease in enforcement for those states requiring the 
certificate.  All certificates shall display the NASBLA logo and the words: “Course approved by the 
National Association of State Boating Law Administrators.”

L. All states and adjudicating authorities are encouraged to utilize a nationally 
recognized and approved course as an alternative or supplement to other penalties.


