NATIONAL MARINE MANUFACTURERS ASSOCIATION

GUIDELINES DOCUMENT – BOAT NOISE


The National Marine Manufacturers Association (NMMA) with its 1500 member companies are dedicated to the principle that all aspects of recreational boating shall be conducted in an environmentally responsible manner.  The recreational marine industry has, over the past several years, expended hundreds of millions of dollars to bring to the marketplace new, low emission engines representing the very latest state of the art in terms of environmental protection and safety.  Thanks to unprecedented expenditures of time, money and long hours of dedicated effort, the marine industry has met the challenge and we look forward to a future where recreational boating and environmental issues are in complete harmony.

One of the issues where boats are targeted and receive negative attention is when they are excessively noisy.  While the latest generation of marine engines and drives are considerably quieter than they were previously, today’s boats are bigger, more powerful and more plentiful than ever before. Today, the #1 complaint registered against boating is due to exhaust noise from boats that are being operated without exhaust silencers.

Most complaints about boat noise originate with shoreline residents in recreational boating areas.  Excessive noise interferes with the quality of life in these shoreline communities and when the noise is loud enough and goes on long enough, these residents seek relief from their local governments. On any local lake or river, a few noisy boats can turn public support against recreational boating.  At this point, local governments quickly recognize that the most cost-effective method of dealing with the problem can be achieved by installing no-wake zones in those areas where noise complaints originate. No one wants to turn recreational boating areas into no-wake zones, yet that is exactly what happens when people become annoyed with excessive boat noise. NMMA’s goal is to promote quieter boats so that this trend does not continue.

Industry data shows that boats with above-water exhaust systems that are operated without exhaust silencers are typically 25 to 30 dB louder (~8 times louder) than similar boats with underwater exhaust systems.  NMMA urges all owners of boats with above-water exhaust to be aware of the need to install exhaust silencers so as to reduce the number of complaints about boat noise and to prevent further damage to the sport of recreational boating.  

Through the combined effort of NMMA and NASBLA (National Association of State Boating Law Administrators) a Model Noise Act has now been adopted by a high percentage of the states where boat noise has become a major source of complaints.  The primary objective of this legislation is to require all boats with above-water exhaust to employ exhaust silencers (mufflers) to reduce exhaust noise.  To demonstrate compliance with this requirement, boats must not produce noise levels in excess of 88 dBA (90 dBA in some states) when subjected to a stationary-mode test standard.  A second objective of this legislation is to limit the shoreline sound level to 75 dBA for individual boats.  Compliance with these regulations can be easily accomplished by utilizing high quality exhaust silencers on boats with above-water exhaust and by throttling back when within 500 ft. of the shoreline. 

As state legislation that is based on the Model Noise Act continues to grow in acceptance throughout the U.S., NMMA has received numerous requests for information from boaters who are concerned about potential compliance with the regulations. NMMA welcomes these questions and is anxious to enlist the support of all boaters in reducing the number of complaints about boat noise.  Following is a brief summary of the most common questions that have been raised by boaters along with the industry response to each of those issues:   

· Q. 
Prior to this most recent effort by various states to control boat noise, previous boat noise legislation in many states was based on pass by testing.  Why does the marine industry support  legislation which relies on stationary mode testing?

A. 
Statistically speaking, most complaints about boat noise are related to boats that have above-water exhaust outlets.  The new stationary mode test method was developed specifically for boats of this type and it is a much safer method of testing than the older pass by test method.

· Q. 
Regarding the stationary mode sound level test, what is it intended to accomplish?

A. Given that exhaust noise is the #1 cause of complaints, the intended objective of the stationary mode test is to determine if the boat being tested is equipped with an effective exhaust silencer.  Note – virtually all on-road and off-road vehicles require exhaust silencers for the same reason that boats need them.  Excessive noise is the shortest route to loss of public support for almost any form of recreational activity. 

· Q. Is the stationary mode sound level test an “arbitrary” test?  If so, then why not go back to the original pass by test that most states originally referenced in their boat noise regulations?

A. 
No, the stationary mode test is not an arbitrary test.  It is a measure of exhaust noise only.  Pass by testing is much more stringent than stationary mode testing.   Keep in mind that the objective is to eliminate complaints about exhaust noise so that boaters are not subjected to increasingly restrictive requirements.

· Q. 
How was the limit of 88 dBA (90 dBA in some states) established for the stationary mode sound level test?

A.
A large number of boats with above-water, straight-through exhaust systems were subjected to stationary and pass by sound level tests.  In 100% of the test cases it found that when boats produce stationary mode sound levels in excess of 88 dBA the sound level in the pass by mode exceeds 95 dBA. By comparison, prior noise legislation in most states had established pass by sound limits in the range of 82 to 86 dBA. [Note stationary testing is performed as specified by SAE J2005 and pass by testing is performed as specified by SAE J34 at a distance of 50 ft.]

· Q. 
Regarding shoreline sound level regulations, what is the intent of this legislation?

A. 
Virtually all complaints against boat noise come from shoreline residents who are annoyed by intrusive noise on their daily lives.  Shoreline noise limits are intended to reduce this annoyance to protect boating from public backlash that eventually hurts all boaters.

· Q. Why is the shoreline sound level limit set at 75 dBA?  Wouldn’t boaters benefit from less stringent requirements such as 80 dBA?

A. There has been a tremendous amount of research done on the subject of noise-induced annoyance.  One of the key annoyance factors is noise-induced speech interference, and it has been established that the highest level of outdoor background noise that is acceptable is a constant sound level of 72 dBA.  In other words, when the ambient noise level exceeds 72 dBA, people have to raise their voices to communicate.  The marine industry has conducted pass by tests proving that a 75 dBA pass by sound level produces an ‘equivalent’ (energy average) sound level of 71 dBA (Fig. 2).  Therefore, a less stringent sound level of 80 dBA would prevent shoreline residents from carrying on a conversation in their own backyards every time a boat passes their shoreline.  When this occurs people complain and, if the noise continues, the eventual outcome results in onerous restrictions that hurt all boaters.

· Q. 
I have a switch on my exhaust system to vent the exhaust underwater.  Why can’t I use the switch to divert the exhaust under water during stationary mode testing?

A. First of all, the intent of the regulations is to ensure quiet operation all of the time, not just when law enforcement is watching!  State boat noise regulations are very clear about the fact that you must comply with the requirements in all operational modes.  Therefore, if your boat is equipped with one of the many brands of exhaust diverters make certain that there are mufflers in the above-water circuit to ensure quiet operation and compliance with the stationary sound level limits in your state.

· Q. 
I have heard that some exhaust silencers create excessive backpressure.  Where can I buy an exhaust silencer that will bring the stationary mode sound level down to 88 dBA without harming my engine?

A.
NMMA urges you to contact the local dealer that sells your brand of boat.  If he cannot help you for some reason, ask him to contact the boat manufacturer and/or the engine marinizer.
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In summary, NMMA and the recreational marine industry support the concept of reasonable, cost-effective legislation that protects the boating environment while preserving boating privileges.  We strongly support the position that all boats be equipped with exhaust silencers and that boats be operated in a safe, quiet manner.  It is important that all boaters do their part to ensure continued public support for our favorite pastime.  
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