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Boat Ramp Risk Management for Local
Governments

Managing Liability, Safety, Infrastructure, and Operational
Risk at Public Water Access Facilities

Public boat ramps present a uniquely complex and often underestimated risk environment for local governments
because they combine transportation exposure, marine hazards, recreational liability, environmental
compliance, infrastructure deterioration, and public safety challenges into a single public facility. This white
paper examines the growing operational and legal risks associated with municipal boat ramps, including vehicle
accidents, slip-and-fall injuries, drowning fatalities, ADA accessibility claims, environmental incidents,
infrastructure failures, and security concerns, while also exploring how insurance carriers and municipal risk
pools evaluate these exposures. The paper highlights how deferred maintenance, poor inspection documentation,
uncontrolled public access, and fragmented operational oversight significantly increase liability exposure and
weaken legal defensibility. It also provides practical guidance on risk reduction strategies such as formal
inspection programs, preventive maintenance, traffic flow redesign, surveillance systems, rescue equipment
installation, accessibility improvements, and data-driven incident analysis. Ultimately, the paper argues that
boat ramps should no longer be viewed as simple recreational amenities, but rather as high-risk municipal
infrastructure assets requiring proactive governance, integrated risk management, and long-term resiliency
planning to reduce claims, improve public safety, and protect municipal financial stability.
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Executive Summary

Public boat ramps are among the most operationally complex recreational assets managed by
local governments. Although often perceived as simple access points to waterways, boat ramps
combine transportation exposure, marine hazards, infrastructure liability, environmental
compliance, public safety concerns, and recreational risk into a single municipal operation. As
public recreational use increases and infrastructure ages, municipalities face growing exposure to
claims, litigation, environmental enforcement, and operational failures associated with these
facilities.

Insurance carriers, municipal risk pools, and public-sector underwriters increasingly view boat
ramps as high-risk municipal assets due to their combination of:

e Vehicle and trailer traffic

o Slippery surfaces

o Water-related fatalities

e ADA accessibility obligations
o Environmental spill exposure
o Infrastructure deterioration

e Unsupervised public access

o Severe weather vulnerability
o High-severity injury potential

Unlike many other public facilities, boat ramps can generate catastrophic claims involving
drownings, wrongful death lawsuits, spinal injuries, submerged vehicles, environmental
contamination, and large liability verdicts. A single fatality or major injury event can
significantly impact municipal insurance premiums, self-insured retention levels, and long-term
legal exposure.

This white paper examines:

e The operational and liability risks associated with public boat ramps

e Common claims filed against municipalities

e How insurance companies evaluate boat ramp exposure

o Key operational weaknesses that increase municipal liability

o Best practices in inspection, maintenance, infrastructure design, and risk mitigation

o Strategies for integrating boat ramps into broader municipal risk management
frameworks

The paper also highlights an important emerging issue for local governments: the “visibility gap”
associated with recreational infrastructure. Many municipalities only react to reported claims
while failing to analyze underlying operational data such as near misses, maintenance trends,
emergency responses, repeated hazard complaints, and environmental indicators. This lack of
visibility prevents proactive risk reduction and often allows manageable problems to evolve into
catastrophic losses.
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As climate pressures, recreational demand, infrastructure deterioration, and litigation severity
continue to rise, local governments must begin treating boat ramps not merely as recreational
amenities, but as critical public infrastructure requiring structured risk governance, formal
operational controls, and data-driven management.

Introduction

Across the United States, local governments operate thousands of public boat ramps that support
recreational boating, tourism, fishing, emergency response access, and economic activity. These
facilities are particularly common in coastal communities, lake regions, riverfront municipalities,
and areas with significant outdoor recreation economies.

Boat ramps serve as critical public assets that:

e Support tourism and local business activity

e Provide public access to waterways

o Enable emergency response and rescue operations
o Enhance recreational quality of life

e Support fishing and marine industries

However, the operational reality of managing these facilities is far more complex than many
municipalities anticipate.

Boat ramps exist at the intersection of:

o Transportation systems

e Marine operations

e Recreational services

o Public safety

e Environmental compliance
o Infrastructure management
o Liability exposure

This combination creates a uniquely challenging operational environment.
Insurance carriers and municipal risk pools frequently identify boat ramps as facilities with:

o Elevated bodily injury exposure

o Catastrophic loss potential

o Difficult environmental conditions

e High maintenance demands

o Significant documentation requirements
e Increased legal defensibility challenges

Several trends are increasing these pressures:
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Rising Recreational Demand

Outdoor recreation participation has increased substantially over the past decade. Recreational
boating activity surged during and after the COVID-19 pandemic as residents sought outdoor
activities and regional tourism opportunities (National Marine Manufacturers Association
[NMMA], 2023).

This increased usage has produced:

o Higher traffic volumes

e Greater congestion

e Increased wear on facilities

e More inexperienced users

e Increased accident frequency

Many municipal facilities were not designed for current usage levels.

Aging Infrastructure

Many public boat ramps were constructed decades ago and now face:

e Concrete deterioration
o Corrosion

e Dock instability

e Drainage failures

o ADA deficiencies

e Structural fatigue

Deferred maintenance has become increasingly common as municipalities struggle under rising
operational costs and infrastructure backlogs.

Climate and Environmental Stress

Boat ramps are highly vulnerable to:

e Flooding

e Shoreline erosion

e Storm surge

e Drought conditions
e Ice damage

e Sediment movement
o Extreme rainfall

Climate-related instability significantly increases maintenance and liability exposure.
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Escalating Litigation Severity

Insurance carriers report increasing severity in recreational injury claims due to:

e Social inflation

e Larger jury verdicts

e Increased legal costs

e QGreater public expectations for safety
o Expanded premises liability theories

Wrongful death and catastrophic injury cases associated with water recreation can generate
multi-million-dollar settlements or verdicts.

Understanding Boat Ramp Risk Exposure

Boat ramps present a concentrated risk environment because they combine multiple operational
hazards in a single location.

Vehicle and Traffic Exposure
Boat ramps function similarly to transportation infrastructure. Municipalities must manage:

e Vehicle circulation

e Trailer maneuvering
e Pedestrian conflicts

e Congestion

e Limited visibility

e Backing operations

e Parking management

Unlike ordinary parking facilities, boat ramps involve steep grades, water proximity, slippery
surfaces, and inexperienced operators.

Common incidents include:

e Vehicles sliding into water
o Trailer detachment

o Pedestrian strikes

e Vehicle collisions

o Jackknifed trailers

o Runaway vehicles

Insurance carriers closely evaluate:
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e Ramp slope

e Surface traction

e Lane configuration
e Lighting

e Signage

e Drainage

o Traffic separation

Poor design or maintenance can significantly increase municipal liability exposure.

Premises Liability and Slip Hazards

Slip-and-fall incidents are among the most common claims associated with public boat ramps.
Hazards commonly include:

e Algae buildup

e Moss growth

¢ Uneven concrete

o Broken docks

e Standing water

e Poor drainage

e Ice accumulation

o Surface deterioration

Waterfront environments naturally create conditions that accelerate surface hazards. The
presence of constant moisture and organic buildup means municipalities must maintain more
aggressive inspection and cleaning schedules than typical recreational facilities.

Plaintiffs frequently allege:

o Failure to inspect

e Failure to maintain

e Failure to warn

e Negligent maintenance
o Inadequate lighting

o Unsafe design

One of the most important legal factors in these cases is whether the municipality had prior
notice of recurring conditions.

Repeated incidents involving the same condition can create substantial legal exposure because
they establish “known hazard” awareness.
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Drowning and Catastrophic Injury Exposure

Drowning claims represent the most severe liability exposure associated with boat ramps.
Common scenarios include:

e Individuals slipping into water
e Children falling from docks

o Intoxicated users entering water
o Nighttime incidents

e Rescue attempts

e Cold-water shock

e Swift-current accidents

These incidents frequently lead to:

o Wrongful death lawsuits

o Catastrophic injury claims
o Emotional distress claims
o Large settlement demands

Insurance carriers evaluate numerous factors when underwriting these facilities, including:

e Rescue equipment availability
o Lighting levels

o Water depth signage

o Emergency access

e Visibility

e Security patrols

e Barrier systems

e After-hours controls

Even where municipalities are not directly negligent, the emotional nature of drowning cases
creates substantial settlement pressure.

ADA and Accessibility Exposure

Boat ramps increasingly face accessibility-related scrutiny under the Americans with Disabilities
Act.

Accessibility issues commonly include:
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o Improper slopes

o Inaccessible parking

e Dock instability

o Inadequate pathways

e Noncompliant transitions

o Insufficient accessible loading areas

Accessibility litigation creates unique risks because:

o Attorney fees may be recoverable

e Violations may trigger federal oversight

e Repeat complaints create documented exposure

o Public agencies face elevated compliance expectations

Many older facilities were constructed before modern accessibility standards and may require
substantial upgrades.

Environmental Liability Exposure

Boat ramps can also generate environmental claims and regulatory exposure.
Common environmental risks include:

o Fuel spills

e Oil leaks

e Hydraulic fluid releases

e Shoreline erosion

e Stormwater runoff violations
e Sediment discharge

Environmental incidents may trigger:

o State regulatory investigations
e Cleanup costs

e Environmental fines

o Water quality claims

Insurance carriers increasingly evaluate:

e Spill response planning
¢ Stormwater controls

o Shoreline stabilization
e Drainage systems

¢ Flood resilience
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Climate-related weather events further increase these exposures.

What Insurance Companies Focus On

Insurance carriers and municipal risk pools consistently emphasize several operational factors
when evaluating boat ramp exposure.

Inspection Documentation

One of the most critical liability defense tools is inspection documentation.
Municipalities that cannot demonstrate:

e Inspection frequency

e Maintenance activities

e Hazard identification

e Corrective action timelines
often face substantially weaker legal defensibility.

Insurance professionals frequently note:

“If it was not documented, it effectively did not happen.”

Known and Recurring Hazards

Insurance companies pay close attention to repeated incidents involving:

o Slippery surfaces

e Dock failures

o Lighting outages

e Flooding

e Vehicle submersions
e Security complaints

Once recurring conditions are documented, failure to address them significantly increases
liability exposure.

Deferred Maintenance
Deferred infrastructure maintenance is a major concern among municipal pools and underwriters.

Aging facilities often exhibit:



Boat Ramp Risk Management  J. Todd Rhoad White Paper

e Concrete cracking

e Corrosion

e Structural instability
e Surface deterioration
e Drainage failures

Plaintiffs frequently argue municipalities knowingly allowed unsafe conditions to persist due to
budget constraints.

Lack of Access Control

Facilities with unrestricted 24-hour public access often experience:

e Vandalism
Alcohol-related incidents
Criminal activity
Nighttime injuries

Illegal dumping

Carriers increasingly encourage:

Gates

Controlled hours
Surveillance systems
Lighting improvements
Security patrols

Common Claims Filed Against Municipalities

Boat ramp claims generally fall into several categories.
Bodily Injury Claims

Slip-and-fall injuries
Fractures

Head trauma

Spinal injuries

e Drowning injuries

Property Damage Claims

e Vehicle damage
o Boat damage
e Trailer damage

10
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e Dock collisions

Wrongful Death Claims

e Drowning fatalities
e Vehicle submersion deaths
e Electrocution incidents

ADA Claims

e Accessibility barriers
e Noncompliant infrastructure

Environmental Claims

e Fuel spills
e Water contamination
e Erosion impacts

Employment Claims

e Maintenance worker injuries
e Rescue-related injuries

White Paper

Best Practices for Municipal Risk Reduction

Develop Formal Boat Ramp Risk Management Programs

High-performing municipalities manage boat ramps as critical infrastructure assets rather than

passive recreational facilities.
Programs should include:

Inspection schedules
Asset inventories

Incident reporting systems
Maintenance tracking
Emergency planning

Implement Aggressive Inspection Protocols

Best practices include:
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e Daily or weekly inspections

o Digital inspection logs

e Photo documentation

o Timestamped corrective actions

This significantly improves defensibility.

Improve Surface Friction Management

Municipalities increasingly use:

e Grooved concrete

e Anti-slip coatings

e Pressure washing programs
e Algae removal schedules

Enhance Traffic Separation
Modern facilities increasingly separate:

e Pedestrian zones

e Trailer lanes

e Staging areas

o Parking circulation

This reduces collision exposure.

Expand Lighting and Surveillance

Risk reduction strategies increasingly include:

LED lighting

CCTV systems
Emergency call boxes
License plate cameras

Install Water Rescue Equipment

Common improvements include:

e Throw rings
e Rescue poles

White Paper
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e Rescue ladders
e Depth markers

Integrate Data and Incident Analysis

Many municipalities still operate reactively, focusing only on filed claims.
Leading organizations analyze:

e EMS responses

e Police calls

e Near misses

e Maintenance complaints
o Seasonal usage patterns

This proactive approach allows earlier hazard identification.

Strategic Governance Implications

Boat ramps often reveal broader municipal governance challenges.
Facilities with repeated incidents frequently exhibit:

e Deferred maintenance

e Poor data integration

o Staffing shortages

o Weak inspection systems

o Fragmented operational oversight

As local governments continue facing infrastructure backlogs and operational pressures,
recreational facilities like boat ramps increasingly serve as indicators of broader organizational
resilience.

Municipalities that successfully reduce long-term losses typically:
e Maintain formal inspection systems
o Integrate claims and operational data
e Invest in preventive maintenance
o Use data-driven decision-making
e Modernize aging infrastructure

Those that struggle often rely on:

e Complaint-driven maintenance
e Reactive repairs

13
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e Minimal documentation
o Fragmented operational responsibility

Conclusion

Public boat ramps represent far more than recreational infrastructure. They are complex
operational environments with significant implications for public safety, liability exposure,
environmental compliance, infrastructure management, and municipal governance.

Insurance carriers increasingly recognize these facilities as high-severity exposure points due to
their combination of:

e Water hazards

e Transportation risks

o Infrastructure deterioration
e Environmental vulnerability
e Recreational liability

As recreational demand increases and infrastructure ages, municipalities must adopt more
sophisticated approaches to managing these facilities.

The most successful local governments are moving beyond reactive maintenance models and
implementing:

e Structured inspection programs

e Data-driven risk analysis

e Preventive infrastructure management

o Integrated operational oversight

o Formalized recreational risk governance

Ultimately, boat ramp safety is not simply about preventing accidents. It reflects a municipality’s
broader ability to:

o Detect operational risks early

e Maintain infrastructure resilience

e Protect public assets

e Defend against liability exposure

o Sustain safe public access to community resources

Local governments that proactively modernize boat ramp risk management today will be
significantly better positioned to reduce future claims, improve public safety, strengthen legal
defensibility, and preserve long-term operational resilience.
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