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Boating Remains Strong In Spite of Economy

The Marina Recreation Association (MRA) reports that regional boating activity remains surprisingly strong as people continue to enjoy their boats and frequent marinas and state marine parks.  The MRA is an association of marina owners, operators and marine trades throughout the Western States, Baja California and Hawaii.

“We are seeing that recreational boating is still a cherished pastime,” said Kevin Ketchum of California Yacht Marina, owner and operator of four marinas in Southern California.  Ketchum is also a member of MRA’s Board of Directors.  “There is no doubt that people who love boating are adjusting their priorities to keep boating in their lives,” said Ketchum.  “People are returning to boating as their primary recreational activity.  They’re staying closer to home and using their boat in place of other vacation or recreational activities that compete for their time and budget.  If they have to give up boating because of the economy, it’s going to be very reluctantly.” 

Ketchum said business conditions in marinas vary from region to region, but salt-water marinas in his region are seeing relative stability in spite of the soft economy.  “Marinas are, in general, doing better than the rest of the economy,” he said.  Ketchum and others at MRA thought the weak economy represents an excellent opportunity for more people to get into boating.  “It’s a great time to buy a boat suited to your needs and to get a slip in location of your choice,” said Ketchum.

Pat Bagan of Sierra Boat Company in Carnelian Bay, Lake Tahoe, agrees with Ketchum.  “Boat sales are still slow, but people are going out on their boats,” said Bagan.  “Families are coming out with their boats as before, and we’ve had a steady increase in traffic since the beginning of summer. Gas prices are reasonable and motel rates are good.  Some of the state parks have made an effort to welcome boaters by reducing or eliminating fees.” 

New boat sales, as everyone expected, are slower.  “Rather than trading in their boats for newer or bigger boats every five to seven years,” said Bagan, “they’re bringing them in for maintenance and restoration, such as new upholstery and new finishes.  It makes sense to fix up the family boat and make do until things turn around.  Although new boat sales are down, our maintenance business is strong.”  

Mike Han of houseboats.com, a houseboat rental company serving Central and Northern California’s inland waterways, is adapting to the market by emphasizing maintenance, service and superior knowledge and experience with houseboats.  The company also sells houseboats from their rental fleet.  “Our boat sales are good because there are outstanding values in houseboats today,” said Han.  “Our used vessels are approximately 20% lower than privately owned houseboats for sale.  The response has been enthusiastic.  We’ve sold 17 boats so far this season.”  

Han believes his success is due to his maintenance and staff’s special understanding of houseboats.  “They get them in top condition and keep them there, from the bilge to the staterooms,” said Han.  “We work closely with the customer to build a high level of trust before and after the sale,” said Han.  “We even help find lending institutions for financing if the customer needs assistance.”

Given the depth of the recession, it should be no surprise that the hottest market in boat sales is liquidations.  Alayna Gossan of National Liquidators, a national company that auctions off foreclosures and repossessions, reports, “We had record sales in 2008 and this year is expected to be just as strong.” 

The continued boating activity is considered strong evidence that points to a healthy future for boating by members of the MRA.  “It’s critical that we protect our marinas and marine parks during the soft economy,” said Bill Krauss of the Apex Group, the MRA’s advocates in Sacramento.  “The love of boating continues to be emblematic of our quality of life in California and in other regions served by the MRA.  As we watch families continue to enjoy our marinas and parks with their boats, we are reminded how important it is to maintain the businesses and infrastructure that boating depends on.”  

Bill has been lobbying to protect one of California’s most successful programs, the Department of Boating and Waterways.  “We were very relieved that the Department’s funding was, for the most part, left intact after the State budget negotiations,” he said.  “This is a special situation that has benefited California greatly.  The Department is funded by boaters’ gas taxes, so the tax revenue should rightly go to fund boating infrastructure for the benefit of the boating public.”
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