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June 30, 2010  
 
Lake Tahoe Seaplane Pilots Preserve Historic Access to Lake 
Tahoe, Organize to Meet Future Threats 
 
After quickly forming the ad-hoc “Lake Tahoe Seaplane Pilots” and responding to proposed 
regulatory changes, local seaplane pilots, assisted by legal counsel Lori Gualco, Walter Windus 
of the Seaplane Pilots Association and the SPA Foundation, have turned back a threat to the 
75-year history of seaplane operations on Lake Tahoe. 
 
In the course of updating their Regional Plan, the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency (TRPA) 
proposed to control noise from seaplanes by banning all seaplane operations (including taxi) 
within 1 mile of the shoreline and to further ban seaplane bases and docking facilities.  The 
TRPA is a federally chartered bi-state agency created to preserve and enhance the beauty of 
the Lake Tahoe Basin and has considerable authority over all activities within the Lake Tahoe 
Basin. 
 
The pilot’s group met with TRPA Staff on June 4, 2010 to explain their position, applicable law 
and alternative mitigation measures.  During that meeting, Attorney Galco’s winning strategy 
succeeded in having the proposed changes removed from the TRPA Regional Plan Update 
regarding Noise Goals, Policies, and Implementation Strategies prior to submission to the full 
TRPA Board.  As Ms Galco commented later, “Treating the TRPA as part of the team instead of 
an enemy, we were able to present the correct facts and use the current regulations to show 
that there was adequate protection for both Lake Tahoe and the historic use of seaplanes at 
the lake.” 
 
During the subsequent TRPA Board Meeting June 23 – 24, we were again represented by our 
attorney with seaplane pilots Walter Windus and Rob Lober in attendance.  During that 
meeting, Harmon Zuckerman, the director of the TRPA Regional Plan Update, used the 
seaplane item as an example of a positive result of examination of an issue prior to the 
issuance of a staff report. He pointed out that this potential implementation issue was 
addressed by the stakeholders, that such information was considered by staff and then staff 
made the decision not to pursue the issue after discussion.  Subsequently, the Board accepted 
the staff recommendation that seaplanes continue to enjoy access to Lake Tahoe equal to 
other motorized boats.  In turn, the seaplane pilots agreed to promote, through a variety of 
media, best practices noise abatement procedures for seaplanes visiting Lake Tahoe. 
 
This victory is evidence that a small group of determined people can make a difference.  As 
Margaret Mead once famously commented, that is all that has ever made a difference!  
However, this is far from the end of access threats for seaplanes, both to Lake Tahoe and to 
open waters throughout the West.  Noise concerns, fear of the unknown, the imbalance of 
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influence between local residents and the occasional visiting seaplane pilot and the growing 
invasive species threats all weigh heavily against unfettered future access for seaplanes. 
 
It is this last threat, invasive species, which poses the greatest current challenge to seaplane 
access in the West.  With the spread of the Zebra Clam and Quagga Mussels in the Colorado 
River Basin, water managers throughout the West are imposing access restrictions and 
inspection requirements for all water craft seeking to utilize their waters.  This has resulted in 
a hodgepodge of requirements; unique to each water agency and impossible to comply with 
uniformly.  
 
Because seaplanes do not access bodies of water through controllable launch facilities where 
an inspection may be required and a permit can be issued, they are seen as an uncontrolled 
threat, easier to ban than to accommodate.  Fortunately, in the case of Lake Tahoe, the local 
seaplane pilots have been pro-actively self-regulating themselves for years, requiring all 
seaplanes attending organized events to complete affidavits stating that they have been 
compliant with approved measures to prevent the spread of invasive species of all types.  
These efforts have been noted by the TRPA Staff members tasked with promulgating the 
inspection and permitting regimes. 
 
Following our success in turning away the noise-based ban, we met with TRPA Biologist Ted 
Thayer, who is responsible for the invasive species issue for the Lake Tahoe Basin.  Walter 
Windus, who has been actively working on the invasive species issues for the SPA, was in 
attendance and was able to speak knowledgeably on the subject with Mr. Thayer.  They have 
many contacts in common with the 100th Meridian Initiative and the Pacific Coast Fisheries 
Coalition, organizations working to surmount the threat invasive species present to our 
Western waters.  Indeed, Walter has succeeded in having the 100th Meridian Initiative produce 
a seaplane-specific invasive species prevention training DVD for future distribution. 
 
Because of the proactive efforts of the local seaplane pilots and Walter Windus’ involvement, it 
was agreed that the Lake Tahoe Seaplane Pilots and the SPA will have input into further 
regulatory developments with the intent that seaplane access to Lake Tahoe will continue as 
long as we pose no greater risk to the environment than inspected boats and watercraft. 
 
As we are to have a voice at the table, we will need to be able to speak as a group and fund 
our efforts to keep Lake Tahoe open to responsible seaplane operators.  Therefore, the Lake 
Tahoe Seaplane Pilots, an ad-hoc group, will continue to organize and promote our efforts in 
coordination with the SPA.  To succeed, we will need to gather a small group of people 
determined to make a difference.  Are you ready to be one?  If so, please join us.  We will 
need people to write letters to their local representatives, provide contacts and expertise, 
solicit donations, help develop the website and lend support as able.  Watch for future 
developments and write us at info@laketahoeseaplanepilots.org.  
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Sidebar: 
Lessons learned dealing with regulatory bodies: 

• The lower level and earlier you can intervene the better 
• Keep abreast of issues affecting the waters you use 
• Visit the websites of agencies that control your operating waters 
• Your first response should be strong but respectful 
• “Bureaucrats” are usually just staffers responding to direction from elected officials 
• They rarely have the time or manpower to research all solutions – bans are easy 
• Local agencies have many constituents 
• Your rights are balanced against the public’s rights 
• Use the facts to your advantage, avoid emotional responses 
• Provide an easier alternative to achieve the agency’s goals while maintaining seaplane 

access 
• Reach out to all available resources; local pilots, SPA, EAA & AOPA 
• Maintain your contacts with local water use agencies 

 
Appendix: 
 
Thanks to the following supporters for their financial contributions: 
Aaron Zeff 
Charles Kimes 
Brad Parker  
Peter Hartmann  
Duard Slattery Jr  
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Pierre Redmond  
Silvano Gai  
Chris Galloway 
Terrence Matson  
Christopher Stout  
William Ellis  
Tavis McDevitt  
Christopher Rimer  
Ryan Williams  
Reid Dennis 
John Keagy 
Eugene Kopp 
Rick Tavin 
 
Thanks to the following organizations for their assistance: 
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The Seaplane Pilots Association 
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Mt. West Aviation 


