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Deals Of

A rollercoaster of an economy has driven
down prices on new and used boats.
It’s a scary period, but savvy investors
are returning to the boat-buying market.
Here are ways you could snatch up
a bargain. The time is now
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The Decade

Frank Slack

By Michael Vatalaro

“When we bought our new 240 Sundancer through MarineMax,
I told the salesman I would really like to have an Amberjack,”
said Jim DeForest, above, with wife Jeanne. Soon after, a
2007 290 Amberjack became available through the dealership’s certified used-boat program. “They gave me the full
amount I’d paid on my trade. I wouldn’t have bought a used
boat unless it was from them. They give you a warranty.”

“We wanted to upgrade to a larger liveaboard,” said
Jeanette Barnes. She and Ken Bellan purchased a repossessed 2003 Silverton 330 sport bridge from Harrison
Marine in Michigan. “We knew which models we were
interested in. Ken watched different auction sites online
for a while before we bid. We’re very happy with our deal.
We couldn’t have done this at home in Canada.”

W

ith boating, it’s always been a buyer’s market,

but now the current recession, credit crunch, and general wariness of consumers have combined into a perfect storm for boat retailers. The downturn
in sales has left some new-boat dealers with excess inventory even as production has decreased. Prices are down and inventory is up in the used-boat
market, which is competing with the flood of repossessed boats, which are
increasing in number by 15 to 30 percent. So opportunities abound for boaters looking for newer, bigger, or altogether different boats, whether new, used,
or repossessed. The more legwork and risk you’re willing to take on, the better
deal you can get.

Another’s Loss, Your Gain?

Repossessed boats offer the best bargains in terms of price, but carry additional
risks and costs that a new or used boat
might not. These differ from salvaged
vessels. Know what you’re looking for
and move quickly. Prices are often 20 to
50 percent lower than the asking prices
of used boats. Recent examples include:
a 2007 Four Winns 318 Vista listed by
Lab Marine, Inc., a repossession firm in
Rock Hall, Maryland, for $99,500. The
asking price of an almost identical 2007
318 Vista on Boat Trader? $165,000.
How about a 2005 Larson 274 Cabrio
listed at Commonwealth Boat Brokers near
Richmond, VA, for $42,900? A similar
Larson 274 on Boat Traders was $69,900.
Some of that price difference is the “fudge
factor” that most asking prices include,
which is typically 10-20 percent higher
than actual selling prices. But that still
leaves a margin of 10 percent or more.
Banks holding the titles to these boats
are just trying to get the boats off their
books for what they’re owed, which can
be substantially different than what they’re
worth. Some will even accept a loss. The
impetus to get these boats in someone
else’s name is so strong, some banks
are offering cut-rate financing. Bank of
America was, at press time, offering financing two percentage points below the going
rates on repossessed boats. What’s the
catch? Repossessed boats are sold “as is,
where is,” meaning with no representation
as to condition, function, or history. Plus,
if you buy it, you move it or pay someone
else to, usually within 24 hours.
Most repossession firms operate on a
bidding platform. Bids can usually include
conditions such as a satisfactory survey
and sea trial, just as you would make
an offer on a used boat with these same
conditions. Adding to this, many liquidators have concentrated their inven36
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tory in Florida or the Midwest; there are
travel costs to see the boat in person for
many buyers, and transportation costs to
consider. (See sidebar on boat shipping.)
Even factoring all that in, repossessed
boats can be a real bargain, and they’re
selling quickly.
National Liquidators, with boatyards
in California, Florida, and Ohio, sells most
of its inventory within 90 days of listing.
Their average turnaround time is 67 days;
the industry average for yacht brokerage
transactions is nine months. They’re the

BoatU.S. Members Jay and Lee Ann Ertezuk
of Charlotte, North Carolina, bought a 2005,
36-foot Doral express cruiser through National
Liquidators. “It was a good experience throughout,” said Jay, “They were very professional.
With a repo boat, I wouldn’t have thought it
would be as smooth sailing as it was.”

largest marine repossession firm in the
country and sold more than 3,000 boats
last year. This year they’re on track to sell
more than 4,000. Most of their inventory
is less than three years old, meaning low
hours and little wear and tear.
“Our boats are sold in a weekly, sealedbid process,” Matt Amata, vice president of
National Liquidators, told BoatU.S. from
his Cleveland office. “Once the weekly

high bid has been submitted to the bank,
it’s accepted, rejected, or countered. If
it’s accepted, the winning bidder has five
days to complete any conditions they set
in the bid. At the end of five days, that
bidder either closes on the boat, or passes,
and the boat goes up for auction again the
next week.” The five-day turnaround might
seem tight to those accustomed to a brokerage approach, but it keeps the process
from dragging out and becoming more
costly for everyone involved.
National Liquidators’s web site, www.
yachtauctions.com, receives about two million visitors a month, and is just one of
many sites run by repossession firms locally
and regionally (see sidebar for additional
resources). Each boat available for bidding
has a minimum suggested bid, photos, and
as much detail as the company can fit in
the listing about features and equipment.
The company has 11 brokers on staff to
work with buyers and supply more information on the boats. In the end, Amata
says, “buyers are probably getting 10-15
percent off the true price of a boat, but
they’re getting the transaction completed
three times faster.” Add to that the finance
savings available on many of the larger
boats in a repo lot and the savings really
start to mount up. A two-percent break on
the finance rate on a $100,000 loan for 20
years at current rates lowers the monthly
payment by around $115 a month. Over
the life of the loan that would total nearly
$28,000 in finance savings.

Used, With A Difference
If “as is, where is” is too much risk
or hassle for you, perhaps a certified, preowned boat makes more sense. MarineMax
recently partnered with Sea Ray and
Meridian yachts to offer “premium, certified, pre-owned” (PCPO) boats that meet
age and hours-of-use requirements and

m a r k e t

Shipping Your New Boat
Looking at a boat far from home?
Need a transportation quote in a hurry?
uShip.com is an auction-style web site
where transportation companies submit
bids to move your boat. You give the
details on the boat and the move, they
make a bid. Companies are rated by
prior customers on the site; the competitive nature saves you money. The more
responsive you are to questions, the
better your deal. You’re not required to
accept the lowest bid; you can choose
the highest-rated transporter if you prefer. “Usually within a day you have
enough options to make a decision,”
says Joshua Hinsdale, communications
manager. www.uShip.com/boats
Need a captain to deliver your new
baby? www.BoatUS.com/ProCaptains
offers listings of professional delivery
captains organized by region.

Waterfront Is Affordable
Again In South Florida
Do you dream about being able to
walk out of your house, down your dock,
and onto your boat? The fantasy of docking at home, long out of reach for many,
is becoming a reality again for ordinary
boat owners in parts of Florida.
“Affordability is back,” says Marc
Joseph, a real estate broker with an
innovative spin on taking advantage of
the current market. Joseph has spent
much of the year running pontoonboat tours to view foreclosed homes
along the network of saltwater canals
that snake through the Fort Myers and
Cape Coral area of Southwest Florida’s
Gulf Coast. The locale, a contender
for the dubious national title of “highest foreclosure rate” this year, has seen
many boaters snapping up waterfront
Gulf-access homes, at a fraction of
what they sold for just two years ago.
For boaters or fishing enthusiasts who
thought the Florida dream was out of
reach, the tide has turned, says Joseph.
“The average boater in southwest
Florida owns a 20- to 24-foot open
fisherman. The person who buys that
sort of boat was priced out of the waterfront housing market. But now we’re
selling $700,000 waterfront homes for
under $200,000, with sailboat access!
Bank-owned properties are driving our
market, and allowing the average boater
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to come back to Florida.” On his last boat
tour of 29 people, 90 percent were boaters.
“They’re looking for homes with docks so
they can have their boats here. We know
that because they always ask how deep
is the water? How long does it take to get
your boat out?”
When Joseph started the tours, he
had no idea what demographic would be
most interested. “I’d love to say the people
buying now are about to retire and looking
for a great retirement home at an affordable
price. But those people are the ones stung
in this market. The majority of people on
my tours are investors who have cash,
or professionals in their 40s who know
they’re going to be working for many more
years, and they’re thinking of putting their
money into property. When the market
turns, they figure it’ll be financially out of
reach again. So, they’re planning ahead.”
By March 2009, the average house
price in Fort Myers and Coral Gables had
dropped more than 50 percent. “The

Do The Math
Here is an example to illustrate the potential
savings from buying a boat from repossession
versus the same boat on the used-boat market.
Hypothetical $150,000 used boat:
$150,000 – 20% mark up =
$120,000 selling price
$24,000 down, $96,000 loan balance at 		
6.99% for 240 months = $744 per month
Same boat in repossession:
$120,000 true value – 10% = 		
winning bid $108,000
$21,600 down = $86,400 loan
balance, savings of $2,400 out of pocket
$86,400 balance at 4.99% special rate
for 240 months = $570 per month
Savings:
$12,000 off the price, $2,400 out of 		
pocket for the down payment,
plus $174 per month savings on the payment
= $41,760 for the life of the loan
Total Potential Savings: $56,160

Boaters are flocking to Southwest Florida to snatch up foreclosed waterfront homes.

market here is 63 percent driven by bankowned properties,” says Joseph. “In March
here in Lee County, we had over 1,300
sales. That’s the highest month of sales in
five years. When you’re taking a product
from $700,000 to $200,000 you have
banks competing against banks, which
makes it a very good time for boaters to
buy the waterfront property they’ve always
dreamed about.” The same is true in other
parts of Florida. In Miami in March there
was a 101-percent increase in the number
of existing single-family home sales compared to March 2008. The volume of sales
for condos had increased by 59 percent
over last year’s figures. — Ann Dermody

Boat Reposession Firms
Certified Sales, Inc., Mendon, MA
www.certifiedsales.com
Cooper Capital Specialty Salvage
Old Saybrook, CT
www.cooperss.com
Harrison Marine, Harrison Township, MI
www.harrisonmarine.com
Lab Marine, Inc., Rock Hall, MD
www.labmarineinc.com
National Liquidators, Ft. Lauderdale, FL
www.yachtauctions.com

Salvaged Boats

have passed a 150-point inspection program. Boats in the program come with a
one-year limited warranty.
“We started the PCPO program to provide peace of mind with a used boat,” says
Tim Joslin, general manager of MarineMax
in Venice, Florida. As with certified preowned cars, the prices tend to be higher
than regular used boats. Joslin points out
“the PCPO boats are a better value. They’re
worth what you’re paying for them.”

Old, But Brand New
If a new boat with a full warranty in
pristine condition is what you’re after, possibly the best values at a boat dealership
are last year’s inventory. Manufacturers
have reduced output in response to the
decline in boat buying, but many dealers
still have some 2008s and soon will have
2009s left over. Factory incentives can
take thousands of dollars off the cost of a
new boat. In May, Sea Ray was offering up
to $150,000 off leftover ’08 models. The
bigger the boat, the bigger the discount.
If there’s a lot of leftover inventory come
this fall, factory incentives might return to
move the ’09 models to make way for the
2010 inventory arriving in September. This
is later than average compared with years
past. Many manufacturers delayed the
launch of the 2010 models to help their
dealers move the inventory they already
had on the lot. Inventory concerns have
gained more weight with new- and usedboat dealers because several large finance
companies providing dealers with “floor
plan financing” (money the dealers pay to
the factory to receive inventory to put on
the showroom floor) have pulled out of
marine lending. This left one company, GE
38
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If you want to sell your boat yourself,
remember this credo, heard from a broker
in Baltimore, Maryland: “Get it gone.” If
your goal is to sell now to take advantage
of the current market, dickering around
over the price of your boat with a potential buyer makes no sense. “Put it up at
a fire-sale price,” says yacht broker Mike
Darenberg, from Essex Marina and Boat
Sales. “Don’t worry about getting the true
value. Whatever you lose, you’ll more than
make up when you negotiate with the next
guy for your new boat.” If you’re trading up
in size, or getting a newer boat, the math
is almost always in your favor. Taking a 10percent loss on your $50,000 boat might
hurt, but if you talk the seller of your new
$100,000 boat down the same 10 percent,
you’re ahead.
If you’re in a hurry to unload your
boat, consider donating it to charity and
taking the tax write-off. Check with your

Bargain hunters may be tempted to
wade into the waters of salvaged boat auctions. Before you consider buying a boat
through this process, remember that an
insurance company’s paid expert, usually a
surveyor, has deemed that boat a total loss.
This can mean that the predicted cost to
repair the vessel exceeds its value. Often, significant structural hull repairs are required.
However, some salvage
vessel auction houses
also sell boats from theft
recovery. In this case,
the boat may still have
substantial value, but
the insurer has already
paid the prior owner for
the value of the boat.
These vessels may merely have cosmetic damage, or they may have
been stripped of engines,
gauges, and electronics,
left to drift, or beached.
This is often noted on
the description of the
boat listing. You can find
both types of salvaged If you sell your boat yourself, remember
vessels and some govern- this broker’s credo, “Get it gone. Whatever
ment seizures as well at:
www.USAuctions.com or you lose, you’ll make up when you negotiate
yachtsalvage.com
with the next guy for your new boat.”

‘Get It Gone’
All these opportunities mean nothing
if you can’t sell your current boat. For many
of us, selling it ourselves is a real hassle.
This is where a dealer that is accepting
trades can make the difference between
getting into a new boat this fall and maybe
not till late next year. “Customers looking
to trade up to a new boat can still trade in
their old boat at MarineMax,” says Joslin.
“Some dealers no longer accept trades.
Your expectations have to be set properly
on the real value of your trade, and the
better pricing on the boats for sale will
offset that.”

accountant, as the rules for such donations
have changed in the past few years.
Buying your next boat in these market conditions presents an extraordinary
opportunity to save money. If you know
what boat you want and can move quickly
to make a deal, buying a repossessed boat
at auction could pay off in the long run.
If you prefer a more traditional brokerage
approach, you can take advantage of lower
prices and more choices. If shiny and new
excites you, there are great deals on leftover
inventory. Whichever way you choose to
go, the economic stars seem to be in alignment, and the time to act may be now.

billy black

Financing, with 80 percent of the market.
In May, they doubled or tripled the interest
rates many dealers were paying. Unsold
new models on the “showroom floor”
once cost a dealer one percent per month;
now it’s two percent. Used inventory may
cost a whopping six or eight percent per
month. In the near future, it’s likely that
these floor-planning costs will restrict the
number of boats in a dealer’s showroom to
the bestselling models.

