
Who has the right of way, a seaplane or a boat?

Now that beautiful Lake of the Falls has returned to its liquid state and we have 3 seaplanes 

based or operating out of our lake, it seems appropriate to review how seaplanes and vessels 

should interact with each other. The term "seaplane" includes any aircraft designed to maneuver 

on the water. 

 

Federal Aviation Regulation (FAR) 91.115 places collision avoidance responsibly on the 

seaplane pilot with the language, "Seaplane pilots shall, insofar as possible, keep clear of all 

vessels and avoid impeding their navigation." 

FAR 91.115   Right-of-way rules: Water operations.

(a) General. Each person operating an aircraft on the water shall, insofar as possible, keep clear 

of all vessels and avoid impeding their navigation, and shall give way to any vessel or other 

aircraft that is given the right-of-way by any rule of this section. 

(b) Crossing. When aircraft, or an aircraft and a vessel, are on crossing courses, the aircraft or 

vessel to the other's right has the right-of-way. 

(c) Approaching head-on. When aircraft, or an aircraft and a vessel, are approaching head-on, or 

nearly so, each shall alter its course to the right to keep well clear. 

(d) Overtaking. Each aircraft or vessel that is being overtaken has the right-of-way, and the one 

overtaking shall alter course to keep well clear. 

(e) Special circumstances. When aircraft, or an aircraft and a vessel, approach so as to involve 

risk of collision, each aircraft or vessel shall proceed with careful regard to existing 

circumstances, including the limitations of the respective craft.

What are some practical considerations regarding application of these rules?

1.  The most common takeoff and landing direction on Lake of the Falls is from Musky Point, 

past Belle Point, toward the inlet of the Turtle River or the opposite direction depending on the 

wind direction.  Strong winds may dictate that the takeoff or landing be accomplished into the 

prevailing wind.

2.  While airborne, the seaplane is very maneuverable and has clear visibility of the lakes surface 

and vessel traffic. Pilots have no reason to believe that a vessel operator will look up, especially 

since a seaplane in the landing mode is very quiet. Therefore, the pilot may make a pass in the 

direction of landing in order to alert a vessel to his presence.  This will be at a low altitude and 

may be conducted near or over a vessel. This is a safe and accepted maneuver and is not intended 

to scare the vessel occupants. The pilot will then select a landing spot, direction and time that 

avoids converging paths with any vessel. 



3.  Encountering boat wakes while taking off or landing can cause serious damage to a seaplane.  

The pilot may have to delay his takeoff or landing in order to allow wakes to dissipate.

4.  Whenever the seaplanes engine is running, the plane will be moving forward and has some 

ability to maneuver.  When the engine is not running, the seaplane will be drifting downwind 

with virtually no ability to maneuver.

5.  On takeoff, the seaplane has limited ability to maneuver.  Initially, forward visibility is 

restricted until the aircraft is “on the step” or up on plane. The takeoff run will last from 15 to 30 

seconds from the time full power is applied until the seaplane is airborne.

5. On landing, from the point of touching the water until “off the step” and slowed, the seaplane 

has limited ability to maneuver.

Practical and common sense application of these rules and will make for another wonderful 

season at the lake.

Safe Boating and Safe Flying
Jim Hannemann

Commercial Pilot, Certified Flight Instructor


