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All operators are required to obey laws that  
regulate your vessel’s registration and operation.

Registering Your Vessel
You must have an Iowa Registration Certificate and regis-◆◆

tration decals to operate a vessel on Iowa’s public waters 
legally. Exceptions to registration are:

Inflatable vessels that are 7 feet or less in length •	
Canoes and kayaks that are 13 feet or less in length •	
Vessels properly registered in another state using Iowa •	
waters for 60 or fewer days within one calendar year

The Registration ◆◆

Certificate 
(pocket-sized 
registration card) 
must be on board 
and available for 
inspection by an 
enforcement officer whenever the vessel is operated.
The registration number and registration decals must be ◆◆

displayed as follows. 
Number must be painted, decaled, or otherwise affixed •	
to the forward half of each side of the vessel, placed for 
maximum visibility.
No other numbers may be displayed on either side of •	
the bow.
Number must read from left to right on both sides of •	
the vessel.
Number must be in at least 3-inch-high, bold, •	
BLOCK letters.

Before Going Out  
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Who May Operate a Vessel
A person under 12 years of age◆◆  may operate a vessel 
propelled by a motor of more than 10 horsepower, 
including a personal watercraft, only if he or she is 
accompanied on board by a responsible person who is at 
least 18 years old and experienced in operating the vessel.
A person 12 years of age or older but younger than 18 ◆◆

years of age may operate a vessel propelled by a motor 
of more than 10 horsepower, including a personal water-
craft, only if he or she:

Has successfully completed a boater education course •	
approved by the Iowa Dept. of Natural Resources or …
Is accompanied on board by a responsible person who •	
is at least 18 years old and experienced in operating the 
vessel.

Persons required to ◆◆

have successfully 
completed a boater 
education course 
successfully must carry 
their boater education 
certificate on board 
and make it available 
upon request by an enforcement officer. 
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Required Equipment 
When preparing to go out on a vessel, first  
check that the legally required equipment is on board.

Personal Flotation Devices (PFDs)
All vessels must have at least one USCG–approved Type ◆◆

I, II, III, or V PFD (life jacket) for each person on board.
In addition to the above requirement, one Type IV ◆◆

(throwable) USCG–approved PFD must be on board 
vessels 16 feet or longer. 
While underway on a recreational vessel on the ◆◆

Mississippi River, the Missouri River, or federal reservoirs, 
a child under 13 years old must wear a USCG–approved 
PFD unless the child is below deck or in an enclosed 
cabin.

Each person being towed behind a vessel on water skis, ◆◆

a surfboard, or similar device must wear a USCG–
approved Type I, II, III, or V PFD. Inflatable PFDs are 
not approved for persons being towed. 
Each person on board a personal watercraft (PWC) ◆◆

must wear a USCG–approved Type I, II, III, or V PFD. 
Inflatable PFDs are not approved for use on PWCs.
PFDs must have a legible USCG approval tag and be:◆◆

In good and serviceable condition.•	  PFDs must not have 
a torn or missing strap; punctured flotation bag; water-
logged flotation material; rotted material in straps, 
webbing, or cover; missing laces; missing hardware; 
envelope torn or perforated; torn stitching; or any 
other condition that impairs the operating efficiency. 
Inflatable PFDs must have operable gas cartridges. 

Federal Reservoirs in Iowa include Saylorville, Red Rock, 
Rathburn, and Coralville Reservoirs.


