
Why Aquatic Attorneys Are Essential for
Waterfront Property Owners
I remember the day I bought my first piece of waterfront property. The realtor handed me a
thick stack of documents, smiled, and said, "You're going to love waking up to that view." She
was right about the view. She was wrong about everything else. Within six months, I was
dealing with a neighbor who built a dock that blocked my access to the channel, a state agency
that claimed my seawall encroached on public trust land, and a local ordinance I had never
heard of that limited what I could do with my own shoreline. That is when I learned about
Aquatic Attorneys.

Waterfront property comes with a unique set of legal challenges that most real estate lawyers
simply do not handle. The rules governing navigable waters, riparian rights, submerged lands,
and shoreline permits form a specialized area of law that touches everything from
environmental regulation to property boundaries. A general practitioner might miss a critical
filing deadline or misunderstand how a state defines "ordinary high water mark." The cost of
that mistake can be hundreds of thousands of dollars in lost property value or legal penalties.

What Makes Water Law Different
Water law draws from multiple legal traditions that rarely overlap in other contexts. You have
the public trust doctrine, which dates back to Roman law and holds that certain waters belong
to everyone. You have riparian rights, which come from English common law and give owners
along a waterway reasonable use of the water. And you have state-specific permit systems
that regulate every dock, dredge, and bulkhead. Aquatic Attorneys understand how these
pieces fit together because they see this mix every day.

One client of mine owned a small marina on a tidal river. He wanted to expand his fuel dock to
serve larger boats. The county approved his site plan, the Army Corps of Engineers issued a
nationwide permit, but the state coastal commission denied the project because of an obscure
rule about eelgrass habitat. A general lawyer would have appealed the denial on procedural
grounds. His Aquatic Attorneys instead redesigned the dock layout to avoid the eelgrass
entirely, saving the project and preserving the habitat. That kind of creative solution comes
from deep familiarity with the regulatory landscape, not just reading the statutes.

Boundary Disputes on the Water
Boundaries on land are usually clear. You have a survey, a deed description, maybe a fence. On
the water, boundaries shift with erosion, accretion, and avulsion. A river changes course over
time. A lake level drops during a drought. A storm moves sandbars around. Who owns what
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after these changes depends on whether the change was gradual or sudden, natural or man-
made.

I worked on a case where two neighbors on a lake had a dispute over a narrow channel
between their properties. One neighbor claimed the channel was part of his riparian right to
access deep water. The other claimed the channel had been dredged by the previous owner
and belonged to the state. The case dragged on for three years because neither side had a
lawyer who understood the distinction between riparian access and artificial waterways. An
Aquatic Attorneys firm would have resolved that in six months by looking at the original survey,
the dredging permits, and the state's definition of navigable waters.

Environmental Permits and Compliance
If you own waterfront property, you will eventually deal with environmental permits. The list can
be daunting: Section 404 permits from the Army Corps, water quality certifications from the
state, coastal zone management consistency determinations, and sometimes local shoreline
permits. Each one has its own timeline, application requirements, and public comment period.

I have seen property owners lose tens of thousands of dollars because they started
construction before the permits were final. One man built a boardwalk across a wetland on his
property, thinking it was his land and he could do what he wanted. The wetland was actually
subject to federal jurisdiction because it connected to a navigable waterway. The fine was
$50,000, and he had to remove the boardwalk at his own expense. An Aquatic Attorneys
consultation before construction would have cost a few hundred dollars and saved him the
whole headache.

The permitting process also involves public hearings where neighbors, environmental groups,
and agencies can challenge your project. Having someone who knows the hearing procedures
and the substantive law makes a huge difference. I watched a dock permit get approved
because the lawyer cited a specific exemption in the state regulations that the opposing party
did not know existed. That is the kind of detail that wins cases.

Insurance and Liability on the Water
Waterfront property also brings liability issues that inland owners rarely face. If a guest falls off
your dock, you could be liable under premises liability or admiralty law. If your boat damages
someone else's property, the liability rules are different on navigable waters than on land. If you
rent out your waterfront home, the lease agreements need to address shoreline access,
mooring rights, and responsibility for maintenance of the dock.

I know a couple who bought a vacation home on a river and rented it out through a property
manager. The tenant's child drowned while swimming near the dock. The parents sued the



homeowners, claiming the dock was unsafe because it had no ladder. The homeowners'
insurance denied coverage because the policy excluded "water-related incidents." The
homeowners ended up paying a settlement out of pocket. An Aquatic Attorneys review of their
insurance policy and lease agreement would have caught that exclusion and recommended a
rider for water-related liability.

Working with Aquatic Attorneys
If you are considering buying waterfront property, I recommend talking to an Aquatic Attorneys
firm before you sign the purchase agreement. They can review the title for any riparian rights
issues, check the property for regulatory encumbrances, and advise you on what you can
actually do with the land. The cost of that review is small compared to the potential problems it
can uncover.

For existing property owners, an annual legal checkup can prevent problems. Laws change.
New environmental regulations get passed. Your neighbor might build something that affects
your access or view. A lawyer who knows water law can spot these issues early and help you
address them before they become disputes.

I have learned the hard way that water is not like land. The rules are different, the stakes are
higher, and the consequences of a mistake can last for years. Aquatic Attorneys bring the
specific knowledge and experience that waterfront property owners need. They are not just
lawyers who handle water cases occasionally. They are specialists who understand the whole
ecosystem of laws and regulations that apply to the water's edge.


