
Why You Need Aquatic Attorneys for Waterfront
Property Disputes

Understanding Waterfront Property Law
Owning property along a lake, river, or coastline comes with a unique set of challenges that
most landowners never anticipate. I have spent years working with clients who purchased their
dream waterfront home only to discover that their dock, seawall, or even their shoreline itself is
subject to complex regulations they never knew existed. The legal landscape around water
rights, boundary lines, and environmental restrictions is intricate and varies dramatically from
one jurisdiction to another. That is where specialized legal help becomes essential.

Many people assume that a general real estate attorney can handle any issue that arises with
waterfront property. In my experience, that assumption often leads to frustration and costly
mistakes. Waterfront law involves layers of federal, state, and local rules, plus centuries-old
common law doctrines like riparian rights and littoral rights. A lawyer who handles standard
residential closings may not know the first thing about navigable servitudes or public trust
doctrines. That is why property owners and developers increasingly turn to Aquatic Attorneys
who focus exclusively on these matters. These lawyers understand not just the statutes but
also the practical realities of working with surveyors, marine contractors, and environmental
agencies.

The Real Cost of Boundary Confusion
One of the most common disputes I see involves boundary lines that shift over time. Unlike a
typical lot line marked by fences or stakes, waterfront boundaries can change due to erosion,
accretion, avulsion, or artificial alterations. When a neighbor builds a new dock that extends
into what you believe is your water lot, the conflict can escalate quickly. I once worked with a
family who had enjoyed quiet use of their beach for decades until a new owner next door
installed a bulkhead that redirected sand and effectively shrank their shoreline by fifteen feet.
The general litigation attorney they first hired spent months arguing over property descriptions
without ever consulting a hydrographer. The case only began to make sense after they brought
in a firm with experience in aquatic boundary law.

Aquatic Attorneys bring a level of technical knowledge that is hard to find elsewhere. They
know how to read a meander line survey, understand the difference between mean high water
and ordinary high water marks, and can interpret the historical records that often decide these
cases. They also have relationships with the expert witnesses who can testify about
sedimentation rates or historical shoreline positions. Without that expertise, a property owner
can easily lose access to valuable waterfront that has been part of their family for generations.

https://aquaticattorney.com/locations/rhode-island/wrongful-death/


Navigating Permits and Environmental Regulations
Beyond boundary disputes, the regulatory environment around waterfront development has
become increasingly demanding. Building a dock, dredging a channel, or even replacing a
seawall often requires permits from multiple agencies. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, state
environmental protection departments, and local zoning boards all have a say. The process can
take months or years, and a single misstep can result in fines, stop-work orders, or even an
order to remove what you have already built.

I recall a client who wanted to expand a small marina on a freshwater lake. They had already
spent tens of thousands of dollars on design and materials before they realized they needed a
Clean Water Act Section 404 permit. The local permitting office was backlogged, and the
project stalled for over a year. By the time they consulted a specialized lawyer, they had missed
an entire construction season and lost their contractor. An attorney who regularly handles
these permits would have flagged the issue early and helped them navigate the timeline
realistically. That kind of foresight is exactly what Aquatic Attorneys provide. They do not just
react to problems; they help clients avoid them in the first place.

Common Permits You Might Need

Section 404 permits from the Army Corps of Engineers for dredging or filling in
navigable waters

State water quality certifications under Section 401 of the Clean Water Act

Coastal zone management consistency determinations in coastal states

Local building permits for structures like docks, piers, and boathouses

Endangered species consultations if your project affects protected habitats

Each of these permits comes with its own timeline, application requirements, and potential for
public comment. A lawyer who does not handle these daily may underestimate the complexity
or miss a critical deadline.

Liability and Risk on the Water
Waterfront property also carries liability risks that inland owners seldom consider. If a dock
collapses and injures a guest, or if a boat moored at your property damages a neighbor's
vessel, who pays? What happens when a child swimming from your shore is hurt on a
submerged object that you did not know was there? These questions fall under maritime law,
premises liability, and sometimes federal admiralty jurisdiction. Sorting out which court has
authority and which law applies can be bewildering.



Aquatic Attorneys understand these overlapping legal frameworks. They can advise on
insurance coverage, draft liability waivers for guests, and structure ownership entities to shield
personal assets. They also know how to handle claims involving the Jones Act, the Longshore
and Harbor Workers' Compensation Act, and other maritime statutes that most land-based
lawyers never encounter. In one case I followed, a waterfront homeowner was sued after a
kayaker struck a submerged stump near the property line. The suit was filed in federal court
under admiralty jurisdiction, and the homeowner's general liability policy initially denied
coverage. A specialized attorney was able to get the case moved to state court and negotiate a
settlement that preserved the homeowner's coverage.

Working with a Waterfront Specialist
If you own or are considering buying waterfront property, the best time to consult a specialist is
before you sign the purchase agreement. A thorough due diligence review can uncover issues
like unpermitted improvements, encroaching neighbors, or restrictive covenants that limit your
use. The cost of that review is small compared to the expense of fighting a boundary suit or
removing an illegally built dock.

When you do need representation, look for a lawyer or firm with a demonstrated track record in
water law. Ask about their experience with your specific type of water body, whether it is a river,
lake, or coastal area. Inquire about their relationships with surveyors, hydrologists, and
environmental consultants. The best Aquatic Attorneys bring a network of professionals who
can support your case with the right technical evidence.

Questions to Ask Before Hiring

How many waterfront boundary or access cases have you handled in the last three
years?

Do you regularly work with the permitting agencies in my region?

Can you refer me to a surveyor who specializes in riparian boundaries?

How do you handle disputes that involve both state law and federal admiralty
jurisdiction?

What is your typical timeline for a permit application or a boundary lawsuit?

These questions will help you separate a true specialist from a generalist who simply dabbles
in water-related cases.

Final Thoughts
Waterfront property offers incredible beauty and recreational opportunities, but it also comes
with legal complexities that can overwhelm an unprepared owner. Boundary lines shift,



regulations multiply, and liability risks lurk beneath the surface. The difference between a
smooth ownership experience and a costly legal battle often comes down to the quality of
legal advice you receive early on. By working with lawyers who focus on this area, you gain not
just legal knowledge but also practical wisdom about how to protect your investment and
enjoy your property with confidence.


