
How Aquatic Attorneys Protect Waterfront
Property Owners
Owning property on a lake, river, or coast comes with a unique set of pleasures and pains. The
view is unmatched, the recreation is close, and the sense of space is hard to replicate inland.
But the water itself brings legal complications that most homeowners never see coming.
Boundary lines shift with the tide, permits get tangled in state agencies, and easements can
disappear when a sandbar moves. I have spent enough years working with people in these
situations to know that the right legal guidance makes all the difference.

Waterfront law is a niche. General practice lawyers rarely understand the difference between
riparian rights and littoral rights, let alone how to argue them in front of a judge who has never
heard the terms. That is where specialists step in. Firms that focus on this area, often called
Aquatic Attorneys, bring a depth of knowledge that a generalist simply cannot match. They
know the statutes, the case law, and the local regulators by name.

What Makes Waterfront Law Different
Dry land boundaries are mostly stable. You get a survey, you read the deed, you put up a fence,
and that is that. Waterfront property is different because the water moves. Erosion, accretion,
and avulsion can add or remove feet of land in a single storm. A dock that was perfectly legal
last year may now encroach on a neighbor's submerged lot. Navigable waterways come under
federal control, while non-navigable ones fall to the state. The overlapping jurisdictions can be
maddening.

I once worked with a couple who bought a small cabin on a meandering river in the Midwest.
They assumed the property line was the water's edge, as it is on many inland lakes. But their
state followed the "center line" rule for streams, meaning they only owned to the midpoint of
the channel. When they tried to build a boathouse, the county denied the permit because the
structure would sit in the streambed, which was public land. A general real estate attorney had
missed the issue during closing. The couple ended up spending twice the cost of the
boathouse on legal fees to get a variance. That is the kind of mess a specialist helps you avoid.

Know Your Water Rights
Riparian rights apply to landowners along a flowing stream or river. Littoral rights apply to
those on a lake or sea. The distinction matters because the rules for using water, building
structures, and excluding the public differ. In some states, riparians can use the water for
irrigation and domestic purposes as long as they do not unreasonably interfere with



downstream users. Littoral owners on a lake typically have shared access to the entire lake
surface but own the bed only to the low-water mark.

Then there is the public trust doctrine. Most states hold that the public has a right to use
navigable waters for fishing, boating, and passage. That can limit what you build or how you
fence off your shore. I have seen homeowners install a "private beach" sign only to get a cease-
and-desist from the state attorney general's office. A good water lawyer knows where the
public trust line falls and how to work within it.

Permits, Agencies, and Delays
Building near water means dealing with multiple layers of bureaucracy. The Army Corps of
Engineers oversees work in navigable waters under Section 10 of the Rivers and Harbors Act.
The Environmental Protection Agency gets involved under the Clean Water Act. State
environmental agencies have their own permit programs, and local zoning boards may add
more. The result is a permitting process that can take months or years.

I recall a marina owner in the Pacific Northwest who wanted to expand his fuel dock. He had
the money, the contractors, and the demand. But he did not have the permits. The Corps
required a jurisdictional determination because the dock sat in a tidal slough that might be a
wetland. That determination took fourteen months. By the time it came back as "non-
jurisdictional," the season had passed and the contractor had moved on. An attorney who
knows the agency procedures can often expedite things by submitting the right data upfront
and knowing when to push back.

Boundary Disputes on the Water
Boundary disputes are common and expensive. A neighbor builds a dock that extends into
what you believe is your cove. A sandbar shifts and suddenly your boat channel cuts across
someone else's lot. Erosion eats away at your shoreline and your neighbor's sea wall alters the
current, taking more of your land. These cases often hinge on old surveys, historical mean
high-water lines, and the doctrine of avulsion versus accretion.

Accretion is the gradual buildup of land from sediment. Avulsion is a sudden change, like a
flood that cuts a new channel. In most states, accretion belongs to the riparian owner, while
avulsion does not change the boundary. But proving which one happened, and when, requires
expert testimony from geologists and surveyors. Aquatic Attorneys typically have a network of
these experts ready to go. I have seen cases won or lost on a single aerial photograph from
1972 that showed the shoreline before a hurricane.

Insurance and Liability
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Waterfront property carries unique liability risks. A swimmer drowns near your dock. A jet ski
hits a submerged log that you knew was there. A guest slips on your boat ramp. Insurance
policies for waterfront homes often have exclusions for watercraft, docks, and seawalls. A
standard homeowners policy may not cover a lawsuit arising from a boating accident.

I once advised a family who rented out their lake house through a vacation rental platform. A
renter's child waded off the end of the dock and stepped into a deep hole, suffering a spinal
injury. The family's policy denied coverage because the dock was listed as an "attached
structure" and the injury happened in the water, not on the dock itself. The legal fees and
settlement ate up two years of rental income. An attorney who understands waterfront liability
can help you structure your insurance coverage and your property layout to minimize exposure.

Working With Aquatic Attorneys
If you own waterfront property, the best time to consult an expert is before you sign a purchase
agreement. The second best time is before you build a dock, dredge a channel, or install a
seawall. The third best time is the moment you receive a letter from a neighbor or a
government agency.

Good Aquatic Attorneys do more than fight lawsuits. They help you plan. They review survey
plats, examine title reports for easements and public trust encumbrances, and advise on the
best way to position a structure to avoid future disputes. They also stay current on regulatory
changes. For example, several states have recently updated their shoreline management rules
to account for sea-level rise. An attorney who follows those changes can save you from
building something that will be noncompliant in two years.

I have also seen these lawyers broker creative solutions. In one case, two neighbors on a
narrow lake disagreed over a shared dock. Rather than litigate, their attorneys drafted a cross-
easement that let each use the dock on alternating days, with a shared maintenance fund. The
arrangement cost a fraction of a trial and preserved the relationship. That kind of practical
problem-solving is hard to find outside a specialist.

When to Call a Specialist
Not every waterfront issue requires a lawyer. A friendly conversation with a neighbor can
resolve many minor encroachments. But if you are dealing with a government agency, a
boundary survey that conflicts with a neighbor's, or an insurance denial, do not try to handle it
alone. The rules are too specific and the stakes too high.

I have seen people lose access to their own dock because they missed a filing deadline with
the state. I have seen families forced to remove a deck that extended over the high-water mark,
at their own expense, because they did not get a permit. And I have seen property values drop



by thirty percent when a dispute became public record. A little proactive legal work could have
prevented each of those outcomes.

Waterfront law is not a side gig for a busy real estate attorney. It is a discipline with its own
vocabulary, its own precedents, and its own pitfalls. The specialists who practice it full time are
worth seeking out. They know the local harbormasters, the Corps district engineers, and the
state agency staff by name. They have seen every trick and every mistake. That experience
translates directly into better outcomes for property owners.

Whether you are buying a weekend place on a quiet lake, developing a marina, or fighting an
enforcement action, the right guide makes the difference. Aquatic Attorneys exist because
water is complicated. They exist because the law on land does not translate to the shore. They
exist because a good day on the water should not turn into a bad day in court.


