
Environmental Concerns Associated With Ballast Tanks 
 
The usage of ballast tanks in boats while actively engaging in water sports is a fairly new 
phenomenon. Simply stated, a ballast tank is a water storage tank in a boat that can be 
filled with water to lower the level of a boat in the lake so that at speed it will create an 
oversized wake. Water is pumped into the tank from the lake to create a large wake for 
water sports and then discharged back into the lake when finished. While at first, this 
seems rather inconsequential, it does have potential negative environmental impacts to a 
body of water if not used responsibly. Below, is an excerpt from another lake association 
newsletter referring to a study done on ballast tanks in 2016. 
 
 
A study from the Great Lakes Region (Campbell et al. 2016) 
examined ballast bags from 13 different vessels that had been 
docked for at least seven days. They found these bags could not 
be fully drained and contained residual amounts of water 
ranging from 1 to 87 liters. Of the 13 bags they examined, nine 
contained live aquatic organisms, two of which included live 
zebra mussel larvae. 

This means that these vessels, with incomplete discharge of their 
ballast intake and typically no filtration or disinfection 
capabilities for the ballast system, could move water (and 
potentially harmful organisms) from one waterbody to another. 
We know a drop of lake water can contain thousands of 
organisms, and liters of water can contain hundreds of 
thousands of potentially problematic organisms! 

In addition to moving volumes of water, these boats under the 
weight of ballast are heavy and sit low in the water. At operating 
speed for towing boarders and skiers or creating waves for 
surfers, they displace a lot of water, sending a series of tall waves 
across portions of the waterbody on which they are operating. 

These waves have several times more energy than waves 
produced by un-ballasted ski vessels. This could lead to stirring up 
bottom sediments, shoreline erosion, nutrient loading and plant 
fragmentation, depending on how close to shore these vessels 
are operated. 



How can ballast tanks affect Big Pond?  So long as a boat is used exclusively on Big 
Pond there is obviously no concern of bringing live aquatic organisms to the lake via the 
ballast tank. However, if a ballast tank is ever filled with water from another body of 
water it is imperative to clean the tank prior to launching again at Big Pond as a 
safeguard against introducing any invasive species to our lake. The brochure from the 
department of conservation and recreation below outlines several methods of tank 
cleaning on the second page. I have laminated copies of this brochure for any homeowner 
that would like to have one for quick reference.  

We have worked for the better part of a quarter of a century to keep Big Pond free from 
invasive species. Our greatest line of defense has been having the boat launch at the end 
of the outlet that acts as a washing station for any boat coming onto Big Pond. Any 
ballast tank used on the lake will inevitably be emptied into the lake before exiting Big 
Pond via the outlet, rendering our greatest line of defense ineffective. So please, anyone 
that has used their ballast tank in another body of water, it is imperative that the tank be 
cleaned prior to re-launching onto Big Pond. Additionally, if anyone has a guest or a 
renter that plans to bring a boat onto Big Pond that utilizes a ballast tank, please let them 
know that they must clean their ballast tank by one of the approved methods 
recommended by DCR before launching.  

Outsized wakes caused from ballast tanks can also pose environmental risks of their own, 
especially if the boat is operated close to a shoreline. Many nutrients get “locked up” in 
the bottom sediment of a body of water such as Big Pond, rendering them more or less 
harmless to the ecology of the lake. Stirring up the bottom sediment can activate those 
nutrients and, in turn, create a negative effect on water quality. Additionally, there are 
aquatic weeds that primarily regenerate through fragmentation, including native species. 
A native species can act just like an invasive under the right conditions, such as over 
fragmentation, and over populate and choke the shoreline. Though not all areas of Big 
Pond are subject to erosion, there are stretches of shoreline that are and can be negatively 
impacted by an outsized, powerful wake being generated close to the shore. 

We all love Big Pond and must be vigilant to keep our “slice of heaven” as pristine as 
possible. Ballast tanks are just another issue in a host of issues that we need to stay in 
tune with. WE can successfully address this by making certain that all ballast tanks are 
properly cleaned before entering Big Pond and that we all operate our boats with outsized 
wakes as far from the shoreline as is practical. If you have any questions or comments I 
can be reached at fcryon@hotmail.com or 203-915-0621. 

Fred Ryon  
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