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INTRODUCTION: THE RISING COST OF FUEL ON THE WATER

For commercial fishermen and recreational anglers alike, fuel is one of the largest and most unpredictable expenses. With fluctuating gas prices and
the  ever-present  need  to  cover  more  miles  in  search  of  fish,  learning  how  fishermen  can  save  gas  has  become  essential.  Reducing  fuel
consumption not only saves money but also extends the life of your engine, lowers emissions, and allows you to spend more time fishing rather than
filling up. Whether you operate a small skiff or a large offshore vessel, adopting fuel-efficient practices can make a meaningful difference. This guide
explores practical, proven strategies to help you cut fuel costs without sacrificing performance or safety.

UNDERSTAND YOUR ENGINE’S FUEL EFFICIENCY

Choose the Right Engine Size and Type
One of  the  biggest  factors  in  fuel  consumption  is  the  engine  itself.  Many fishermen assume that  a  bigger  engine  means  faster  speeds  and better
performance, but oversized engines often burn fuel unnecessarily at cruising speeds. The key is to match engine horsepower to the boat’s weight and
typical load. Four-stroke outboards are generally more fuel-efficient than two-stroke models, and newer direct-injection engines can offer significant
savings. If you are in the market for a new engine, research models with a reputation for low fuel consumption and consider a variable-speed or eco-
mode feature.

Keep Your Engine Tuned
A poorly maintained engine can waste up to 30% more fuel. Regular tune-ups, including replacing spark plugs, fuel filters, and air filters, ensure that
fuel burns efficiently. Check the ignition timing and carburetor or injector settings according to the manufacturer’s specifications. A well-tuned engine
runs smoother, starts easier, and uses less gas. For diesel engines, clean the fuel injectors and ensure the turbocharger is functioning properly.
Simple maintenance steps are among the most cost-effective ways to save fuel.

OPTIMIZE YOUR BOAT’S HULL AND PROPELLER

Keep the Hull Clean
Marine growth like barnacles, algae, and slime on the hull creates drag, forcing the engine to work harder and burn more fuel. Even a thin layer of
fouling  can  reduce  fuel  efficiency  by  10–20%.  Regularly  clean  the  hull,  especially  if  you  keep your  boat  in  the  water  year-round.  Applying  a  high-
quality antifouling paint can help extend the time between cleanings. For trailer boats, a simple wash after each use prevents buildup and keeps the
hull smooth.

Check Propeller Condition and Pitch
The  propeller  is  the  final  link  between  engine  power  and  movement.  A  damaged  or  bent  propeller  creates  vibration  and  reduces  thrust,  wasting
significant energy. Inspect the blades for nicks, bends, or pitting. Also ensure the propeller pitch is correct for your boat – a pitch that is too high can
cause the engine to lug, while a pitch that is too low may cause excessive RPM. A properly matched propeller allows the engine to operate at its most
efficient RPM range, often between 3,500 and 4,000 for planing boats.

ADOPT SMART DRIVING TECHNIQUES

Use Optimal Cruising Speed
Every boat has a “sweet spot” – a speed where fuel consumption per mile is lowest. Typically this is just above planing speed. Running at full throttle
can increase fuel consumption by 50% or more compared to a moderate cruising speed. Use a fuel flow meter or GPS to find the RPM that gives you
the best miles per gallon. Once found, stick to that speed when traveling long distances. Avoid sudden acceleration and deceleration, as they waste
fuel and put strain on the engine.

Trim for Efficiency
Proper trim angle reduces drag and improves speed. On plane, trim the engine slightly up so the bow rises just enough to reduce wetted surface area.
Over-trimming causes porpoising and speed loss; under-trimming plows the bow into the water. Adjust trim slowly while watching the tachometer and
speed. Many modern boats have power trim, making adjustments easy. Learning to trim correctly can save 5–10% on fuel.

Plan Your Route to Minimize Distance and Time
Before leaving the dock, chart a course that avoids unnecessary detours, shallow areas, and strong currents. Use GPS and chartplotters to find the
shortest safe path. If you fish in tidal waters, time your departure to ride an outgoing current and return with incoming current. Traveling against a
strong current can increase fuel usage dramatically. Also consider weather conditions: heading into a stiff wind requires more power. Where possible,
take advantage of following seas or lee shores.

REDUCE WEIGHT AND DRAG ONBOARD

Declutter Your Boat
Extra weight forces the engine to work harder. Survey every item onboard: remove unused gear, old bait, extra coolers, and non-essential tools.
Every 100 pounds of unnecessary weight can reduce fuel economy by 1–2%. For larger boats, consider whether you need full water or fuel tanks for
every trip – carrying excess fuel adds weight that burns more fuel. Also distribute weight evenly to maintain proper trim and reduce drag.

Minimize Wind Resistance
T-tops, towers, and large canvas enclosures create wind resistance that slows the boat and increases fuel consumption. While you can’t remove
structural features, you can lower canvas tops or remove sunshades when not needed. Stow rods and gear inside compartments rather than leaving
them exposed. On smaller boats, a low profile reduces drag. Even small changes can add up over a long day on the water.

USE FUEL-SAVING TECHNOLOGY AND TOOLS

Install a Fuel Flow Monitor
A real-time fuel  flow meter  gives  you instant  feedback  on  consumption.  You can see  exactly  how many gallons  per  hour  you’re  using  at  different
speeds and adjust your behavior accordingly. Many modern GPS units integrate fuel data, showing estimated range and remaining fuel. This tool
helps you find your boat’s most efficient speed and alerts you to sudden changes that might indicate a problem.

Consider a Trolling Plate or Efficiency Flaps
If you spend a lot of time trolling, a trolling plate or a set of tabs can help you run at lower speeds without stalling. Some devices also improve fuel
economy  at  planing  speeds  by  reducing  trim  drag.  Alternatively,  simple  do-it-yourself  modifications  like  trimming  the  engine  down  slightly  while
trolling can keep the propeller in clean water and reduce fuel waste.

Use Digital Charts to Avoid Running Aground
Running aground not only damages the hull but also forces you to rev the engine to free the boat, wasting fuel and potentially damaging the
propeller. Modern chartplotters with detailed depth contours help you stay in the channel. Mark shallow spots on your GPS and share that information
with other fishermen in your area. Prevention is always cheaper than repair – and more fuel efficient.

PLAN TRIPS STRATEGICALLY
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Combine Fishing with Other Activities
Instead of  making separate trips  for  fishing,  crabbing,  or  sightseeing,  combine them. Plan a  route that  allows you to  check multiple  spots  without
backtracking.  If  you  fish  with  friends,  split  the  fuel  cost  and  share  the  ride.  Many  fishing  clubs  organize  group  trips  to  popular  grounds,  reducing
individual fuel use.

Monitor Weather and Sea Conditions
Calm seas allow you to run at optimal speed with less pounding. Rough weather forces you to slow down or throttle up, both of which increase fuel
consumption. Use weather apps and marine forecasts to pick days with light winds and low waves. Also, departing early in the morning often means
calmer conditions before afternoon breezes pick up.

Limit Idle Time
Idling engines burn fuel while going nowhere. While drifting, consider turning off the main engine and using a trolling motor or a simple drift sock to
stay in position. If you are waiting for a friend or a bite, shut down the engine if it’s safe. Every minute of idling adds up – over a season, it can
represent many gallons of wasted fuel.

MAINTAIN PROPER FUEL STORAGE AND HANDLING

Use the Right Fuel Grade

Most outboard engines are designed to run on regular unleaded gasoline. Using premium fuel when not required offers no benefit and wastes money.
However, ethanol-blended fuels can attract moisture and cause phase separation, leading to poor combustion and increased consumption. If possible,
use ethanol-free gas, especially for engines that sit idle for weeks. For diesel engines, stick to clean, high-quality diesel and add a biocide if needed to
prevent algae growth in the tank.

Store Fuel Correctly
Fuel left sitting for months can degrade and lose octane, causing the engine to run less efficiently. Use fuel stabilizers if you won’t use the boat for
several weeks. Keep tanks full to reduce condensation – water in fuel leads to poor combustion and fuel waste. Rotate your fuel supply so older fuel is
used first. A well-maintained fuel system ensures you get the most energy out of every gallon.

EDUCATE YOUR CREW

If  you  fish  with  a  crew,  make  sure  everyone  understands  fuel-saving  practices.  Assign  someone  to  monitor  fuel  flow,  adjust  trim,  and  check  for
unnecessary  drag.  A  crew that  works  together  to  minimize  fuel  use  can  make  a  big  difference,  especially  on  long  runs.  Consider  offering  a  small
incentive to crew members who help reduce fuel consumption, such as a share of the savings.

CONCLUSION: SMALL CHANGES, BIG SAVINGS

Learning  how fishermen  can  save  gas  is  not  about  a  single  magic  trick  –  it’s  about  combining  many  small,  thoughtful  practices.  From  engine
maintenance and hull care to smart driving techniques and trip planning, every gallon you save leaves more money in your pocket and more fuel in
the tank for your next outing. By adopting these strategies, you can enjoy longer days on the water, reduce your environmental footprint, and keep
your fishing operation profitable. Start implementing one or two changes today, and you’ll quickly notice the difference at the pump.


