Boatyard Blues                                                                            Feb 2007
In the past seven years of boat ownership, we’ve never had boat yard experience that went as planned, both in terms of timeline and budget.  The rest of ‘em?  Well, it’s a bit like converting Centigrade to Fahrenheit—double it and add 30%…

Size Matters.  The first thing to be aware of is that in most locales, size matters.  The income potential of your job is directly proportional to attention your boat receives once it’s on the hard.  Ensure that when you arrange the haul-out, you confirm that if the yard is performing the work or a portion of the work, the time required for that work should not be charged as “lay days.”  Yards make money by selling labor.  If you are a do-it-yourselfer or hiring a sub-contractor to work on your boat (someone not employed by the yard), the only source of income is the haul-out fee and charges for storage.  It’s a bit of a pay now or pay latter conundrum—if the yard doesn’t charge lay fees, ask for a labor estimate before the work begins.  Most yards will be happy to present a detailed bill with labor hours; but not many will provide a detailed proposal before repair work begins.  

In Florida, developers are rapidly gobbling boat yard real estate up; and prices are at a premium.  If you are simply doing a bottom job on your 35-foot sloop at a yard that does substantial business with high-end yachts, don’t expect to be at the top of the priority pole.  If you plan to do the work yourself or hire a sub-contractor, make sure that you can accomplish the work quickly.  This means thinking the project through and having necessary parts on hand.  At 30+ dollars per day to store the boat, the overnight express charge for a key part or purchasing a tool isn’t too hard to justify.  You’ll also want to coordinate with the yard to ensure that they are aware you plan to use a sub-contractor—things can get ugly when sub-contractors appear unannounced.  

If work is performed outdoors, the weather will be a factor.  In places like Florida, if the job requires good weather, it may be more economical to bite the bullet and arrange for a weekly or monthly lay fee to avoid daily charges piling up if the weather isn’t conducive to outside work.  

It ain’t rocket science.  Fixing the typical sailboat isn’t rocket science, but the quality of work by most boat repair facilities varies from outstanding to dangerous.  Unfortunately, there is no uniform system for certifying mechanics, yard workers, work performed or parts installed.  There is no requirement for documentation and mechanics are not required to use any manufacturers or association guidance…Anyone can hang up a “boats fixed here” shingle.  The mechanic won’t be on board when the improperly installed shaft seal starts to leak, the block parts company with the deck or the poor electrical connection shorts.    

One of the prime determinants should be the reputation of the yard.  If you are new to the area, this can be a bit difficult to establish without some research; but be sure to ask around at the marina or anchorage.  Although incomprehensible to those of us that depend on wind to move our boats, there are some yards that just aren’t sailboat friendly.  

Insist on compliance with standards.  For marine repairs, one of your best bets is to ask whether the repair will meet manufacturer’s guidelines or ABYC standards.  If the repair facility isn’t willing to do this, or states that it’s not necessary to do so; plan to do the work yourself or find a different mechanic!  Don’t be afraid to ask the folks at the yard to show you the work they performed.  A good mechanic is always proud of his work and will be happy to explain it to you.  A company with sound customer service principles will always make time for the folks writing the checks.  Trust your gut—if something sounds odd, it probably is.  Never pay for work without inspecting it first—most yards aren’t bashful about calling and asking for payment sight unseen.  It’s never a good idea to pay in advance.    

Beware Neanderthals with tools.  Busy boat yards often depend on unskilled or semi-skilled labor.  There may be one or two craftsmen on staff that oversee work, but folks that don’t have much experience or training typically perform the lion’s share of labor.  It shouldn’t be shocking when your speedo impeller and SSB grounding plate are covered with a nice coat of bottom paint; and don’t be too surprised if your auxiliary is a bit out of alignment after the prop shaft was coaxed out of the coupling with a hammer.      

There is absolutely nothing wrong with supervising the labor on your boat—even if you’re not entirely sure what you’re looking at!  On one hand, you will learn something from a skilled repairman, on the other; your mere presence may provide just the right amount of pressure to forestall any desire to take short cuts.  If nothing else, the watch on your wrist will verify if it really did take 5 ½ hours of labor to install that simple mechanical shaft seal on a brand new shaft.

Get that thing out of my yard!  It’s never a good idea to schedule major maintenance on a tight schedule.  Odds are things aren’t going to work as planned.  If you are doing your own work, and you have all the parts on hand to complete the job, the only scheduling variable you should have to face is weather.  If you are paying the yard to do the work, you won’t have much control over the schedule at all.  We’ve had yard managers use the word “guarantee,” and “I assure you…” when providing estimates for completion.  Unfortunately, experience has shown that very rarely do yards do an adequate job of properly scoping the work beforehand and come up with a reasonable estimate for cost or time.  Their life is simpler if the “bottomless checkbook” principle applies—i.e., “we won’t know what we’re dealing with until we get her apart, Sir.”  Be prepared for them to complete the work on their schedule, not yours—especially if you’re a small fish in a big pond.    

Eventually, however, the boat will be ready to go back in the water.  Since yards are typically a Monday-Friday operation, you’re going to splash during business hours, whether you are present or not.  Generally, a couple of estimated completion dates have come and gone; but eventually the phone call comes that she’s ready, and she’s got to go back in the water in the next 20 minutes.  It is now incumbent upon you to adjust your schedule, get to the yard quickly and pay the bill.  

During our last haul-out, the boat was rolling toward the way in the slings and we had to tell the fellas to stop so that we could inspect her.  We found that the new feathering prop wasn’t installed in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions.  If we’d have gotten to the yard 15 minutes later, I suspect she would have been in the water.  We’ve never had a yard manager call with a courtesy update to keep us posted; but after calling the yard, we’ve gotten numerous excuses on why something wasn’t done on time or budget.   

It ain’t over ‘til it’s over.  Be prepared for clean-up!  Boat yards are dirty places and the mechanics typically don’t clean up after themselves.  Above decks, things get even bleaker.  If you’ve had a bottom job, inevitably there will be some staining from bottom paint residue—this can be onerous if your topsides are white gel coat and a bit aged, and is especially hard on non-skid surfaces that may have oxidized a bit.  If any work is being done on any steel boats in the yard, rust stains are a distinct possibility.  You’re going to be better off in the long run if you spend some time preparing the boat before she goes to the yard.  Remove unnecessary equipment and any cushions or furnishings that impede access to areas that are to be worked on.  For example, we replaced our running gear during our last haul-out.  Not only did stripping the aft cabin allow easy access to the work area, it also allowed for easy inspection during the shakedown.  You may also want to remove any equipment that you don’t want stolen.  Most yards will have you sign some sort of “hold harmless” paperwork, absolving them of responsibility for your boat or its contents.  

Everything’s negotiable.  Dealing with a boat yard is no different than any other business transition.  Hopefully, some allowance will be made for customer service!  Read your bill carefully.  If it’s not clearly broken down by job performed, insist that it be done so.  If you’ve had major work performed and you’re not comfortable inspecting it yourself, hire someone who is on your behalf.  A few hundred dollars spent on a good surveyor can help avoid thousands of dollars worth of headaches in the future.  Having a fresh survey on hand never hurts for insurance or resale purposes.                   

