Newberry marine officers work in spite of cutbacks

By Steve Bell

While DNR’s presence on the lake has been reduced by one third due to budget cuts, Newberry County has been able to maintain its normal patrols thanks to a trio of dedicated officers who are willing to sacrifice their time for the public good.  They work for free after their normal job ends.  Michael Stribble a school resource officer,  Nick Boaknight a narcotics officer and Matt Bowers a criminal investigator, team up to make sure at least one if not two boats  are patrolling the mid to upper lake especially during busy weekends. Trained by DNR officers, the patrol unit mainly focuses on negligent/reckless operators, boating under the influence and residential security. They work under the supervision of Capt. Wesley Boland, a past patrol officer. 

Lake Watch and the Lake Murray Homeowners Coalition recently met with the patrol team to learn more about safety issues in the upper lake and the county’s role in helping  keep boating concerns under control. Bertina Floyd, Chairperson of the homeowners group told the officers, “We certainly appreciate the sacrifices you are making during these difficult times.”  Floyd also commended the officers for focusing on dangerous and intoxicated operators.  

Newberry fishing guide Doug Lown said that efforts by Newberry County are greatly appreciated and sorely needed. Lown explained, “There’s much more traffic now due to the popularity of upper lake restaurants and marinas, and the lake narrows significantly from Billy Dreher Island up creating the potential for congestion and boating safety concerns.”  

Some say focusing on problem boaters may be the key to saving lives. Many   participates who have taken part in the homeowners group’s boating safety survey want stricter enforcement of existing laws- ex. BUI, negligent and reckless operation. Rick Kellemeyer, a leader in the Lake Murray Fishermans Group agrees that more time needs to be allotted towards patrolling for reckless operators.  “After 2 pm on weekends stop the equipment and license checks and go after dangerous boaters,” explained Kellemeyer.

The patrol team has offered assistance in providing certain data that will be included in a “Lake Murray Boating Safety Report” being prepared by Lake Watch, the Lake Murray Homeowners Coalition and the Fisherman’s Group. The report will also include the boating safety survey along with information from DNR on the numbers and types of accidents and violations that have occurred over the past few years. Boaters interested in taking the boating safety survey can go to  www.lakemurrayhomeowners.com
