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Dock Design Considerations 
The design of your pier or dock can greatly affect the lifespan of the 
structure and its usability.  Duke Energy’s Lake Services team 
permits thousands of structures annually, so we want to share our 
observation with you as you are developing the design of your lake 
structure. 

 Longer is better than shorter:  Generally the farther your dock 
extends from the shoreline, the deeper the water will be at your 
boat mooring location.  This means you will be able to boat under 
a wider range of reservoir elevations than you would be if your 
dock was shorter and closer to shore.  If you are concerned about 
using your dock for boating, go for lengthas far as the 
Shoreline Management Plan (SMP) will allow.  If you have an 
existing dock and have had issues in the past with water depth, consider reconfiguring it and 
extending it farther into the lakeafter, of course, you obtain approval from Duke Energy 
Lake Services to modify your dock. 

 Floating vs. fixed:  Docks can be floating, fixed, or a combination of the two.  If you want to 
be able to boat under a wider range of lake levels, you are better served by having at least 
some portion of your dock floating.  The floating portion will rise and fall with the reservoir 
elevations and you’ll still be able to access your boat. HOWEVERand this is importantif 
your dock is located in an area of the lake that receives high flows, a fixed pier is likely to 
withstand those high flows better than a floating pier.  It’s also a good idea to ensure any 
end poles associated with your floating dock are taller than the highest reservoir elevation 
on a lake.  If you choose to go with a floating dock, using cables instead of stub poles may 
provide better anchoring from high flows than pilings that can snap off under some 
conditions. 

 Prioritize seating areas or boating:  If you use your dock primarily as a place to sit and 
enjoy the scenery, you may want to design your dock with a lot of space for seating and 
entertaining.  This will likely mean the overall length of your dock is shorter than it could be, 
and therefore less supportive of boating at different reservoir elevations.  However, if your 
primary interest is in being able to use your boat under a wide range of reservoir elevations, 
then you should design your dock to extend farther from shore up to the limit allowed by the 
SMP. 

 Understand reservoir operations BEFORE you finalize the design:  An understanding of 
both typical and atypical reservoir operations will help you in designing your dock.  Does 
your reservoir fluctuate frequently?  Is the topography of the shoreline very steep or more 
gradually sloping where a small change in reservoir elevation may leave your dock high and 
dry?  How high and how low does the reservoir elevation range?  Is your pier or dock going 
to be located in a river-like area where it may experience high flows or is it located in the 
back of a cove?  Design your dock with the potential conditions in mind. 

For more specific information about the design standards for your dock, please consult your 
county building and standards office or an engineer.  For more information about Duke Energy’s 
lake use permitting program, please email LakeServices@Duke-Energy.com. 

 


