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Dock Safety in Louisa County
by Tom Nyman, Chairman, Land Use Committee
July 2006

Several previous LACA articles have described the new “Lake Anna Shoreline Use and Design Standards,” Article VII, Division 5, of the Louisa County Zoning Ordinance. This new section was adopted by the Louisa Board of Supervisors on 5 Dec 2005 and was effective immediately.  With the exception of two provisions, none of these new rules apply to pre-existing development.  With the new rules, pre-existing development that is not in compliance with the new provisions is designated as “non conforming” -- but no action is required to bring the property into compliance UNLESS IMPROVEMENTS REQUIRING A BUILDING PERMIT ARE MADE.  However, two of the new provisions will apply to PRE-existing development -- dock reflectors and lighting.

First some background on these two new provisions.  They were both driven by a desire to aid night boating and improve safety.  All docks will require white reflectors to alert night-time boaters using spotlights to avoid running into protruding piers.  This applies to all docks independent of how far out into the lake they extend.  Several previous LACA articles have described the location for these reflectors, and a copy of the code can be found on the LACA web site in the LIBRARY section.  Of course, using spotlights at night is not exactly boat-friendly to other boats trying to navigate thru the dark, so docks that protrude more than 100 feet into the lake require dark sky lighting in addition.  The argument for this provision was based on a desire to (a) illuminate the docks so that spotlights are not needed, and (b) minimize light pollution (glare and reflection) on night vision.  Thus, low intensity dark sky lighting was designated as the method to illuminate the dock. Reflectors, and dark sky lighting (if required) must be in place and working by 1 Nov 2007 for Louisa County properties.
There was also discussion about how an overhead light would provide enough illumination on the side of the dock to be seen across the water, but no mounting procedures that were easy to describe in the code could be devised.  A secondary consideration for night time illumination of the dock surface was to avoid tripping or stepping on the edge of the dock and falling into the water in the dark.  So, just keep in mind when mounting your lights, they should shine down illuminating the side of the dock as well as the walking surface as best you can devise.

In order to not require that electrical power be brought to the dock, research was done on solar/battery powered low intensity lights.  The drafters of the new regulations were able to find two types of solar powered lights as follows -- this is not a recommendation, but rather a check of availability of several options at fairly inexpensive prices:
· At Home Depot: landscape design, Hampton Bay Model 79749, solar, 4-pack, under 2,000 lumens, $18.89
· At Lowes: wall mounted type, Regent Lighting, fully shielded, single units, $29.98

During the drafting process several rewrites were made, and the last change was worded that the lights must be turned on before sunset.  Of course solar powered lights have darkness sensors that turn the lights on at dusk -- not before sunset.  This is a fix to the rules that is already in the works.  The situation that was most strongly considered was long piers protruding out into the lake and partially obstructing the open water for boats navigating up and down the lake.  It was not meant to impose undue restrictions on coves and areas where navigation would naturally be slow.  However, it became very difficult to find agreeable wording that would provide an exception for narrow coves where the boating safety aspects of the lighting and reflectors were less important.  Thus, all docks require reflectors and all docks longer than 100 feet require dark sky lighting unless the property owner petitions the Planning Commission for an exception.  But remember that the lights also serve as a safety feature for night time fishing from the dock as well as for those who like to relax and enjoy the solitude of the lake at night.  The new rules take effect 1 Nov 2007.  In the meantime, the Land Use Committee will search sources of white reflectors at a friendly cost and publish the findings in a future newsletter.  If you are aware of a source, please let the Land Use Chair know at 540-894-9154.
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