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Electric Shock Drowning Hazards at Docks 

 
August 21, 2019 Workgroup meeting with the Virginia Department of Housing and 
Community Development (DHCD) 
 
Jim Erler, John Lane and Neil Harrington presented their proposed changes to the Virginia 
building codes to a  DHCD workgroup.  Virginia Delegate Kathy Byron, who represents much of 
the SML region, spoke in support of the proposal. She asked that the workgroup look for 
effective solutions to the stray voltage problem which is a serious safety hazard to the 
community.  Delegate Byron also recorded her support in a letter to DHCD that emphasizes the 
public hazard that the proposed code change solves as well as the fact that the UK, Germany, 
Italy and France have already adopted similar solutions. Delegate Byron’s letter is attached. 
 
DHCD leadership is now committed to establishing a sub-workgroup that will include 
proponents of the proposal as well as industry representatives and electrical inspectors who 
oppose the proposal.  DHCD stated that electricity in the water cannot be ignored.  Proponents 
are encouraged that the proposed changed is unlikely to be “kicked down the road,” as 
opponents suggested. 
 
During discussions, those in opposition to the proposal acknowledged that there is a problem to 
be solved and suggested that Virginia adopt the 2020 National Electric Code (rather than the 
2017 code under present review) that retains the ground wire but adds an underwater 
grounding grid. Proponents of the code change stated that an underwater grid will actually 
increase the danger to swimmers. 
 
Opponents to the code change suggested that the electric shock incidents and stray voltage 
found at (200 of 209) docks on Smith Mountain Lake are due to improper installations or 
problems with the feed from the power utility.  Mr. Erler responded by pointing out that, prior 
to measuring lethal voltages, his dock was brought up to present code by a licensed electrician 
and the feed to the meter base at the house was inspected by the local utility. 
 
In preparation for the upcoming sub-workgroup meetings, proponents are asking the public to 
share their experiences of electric shock at their dock.  A few homeowners at Smith Mountain 
Lake have already reported their experiences, but many more are needed moving forward.  
Please report your experiences to Mr. Erler by email or telephone at 
 Jim@ErlerDesign.com; 434 953 6747. 
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Safety Recommendations 
 
Stray voltage resulting from anomalies in the electric service follow the ground wires and can 
enter the water through metal parts of a boat lift, jet ski lift or metal pilings. Until a code 
change is approved and implemented by the Commonwealth, here are a few safety tips.  
 

• Make sure all metal parts of the boat and jet ski lifts are out of the water when people 
are swimming off the dock.  

 
• Don’t swim near the boat or jet ski lift.  

 
• Don’t touch a boat or jet ski lift while you are in the water.  

 
• Never swim around the slips in a marina or community dock.  

 
It is a good idea to have a licensed electrician upgrade your dock’s electrical service to the latest 
electric code and install ground fault interrupter technology on all of your dock’s circuits. If you 
have metal pilings, talk to your electrician about effective ways to insure they do not become 
energized. 




