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The Fort Lauderdale International Boat Show is

huge for the boating industry and huge for Fort

Lauderdale.  So all eyes are now on the massive

planned redevelopment of its largest venue,

Bahia Mar.

The Fort Lauderdale International Boat Show has an estimated economic impact greater than a Super

Bowl. About 100,000 guests were expected for the boat show’s 56th annual exhibition this year, including

a large contingent of successful entrepreneurs and corporate executives. And like football fans who attend

the Super Bowl, the boat show’s exhibitors and attendees have high expectations for the venue.

“Forty percent of the people who come to the boat show are C-level executives,” such as chief executive

officers and chief financial officers,  says Phil Purcell, executive director of Marine Industries Association

of South Florida, the owner of the boat show.

Private jet traffic into Fort

Lauderdale spikes during the

boat show, which accounts

for more than 168,000 hotel

room-night bookings, he

says. “It has a $500 million

economic impact,” Purcell

says, citing a study his

marine trade group released

last year.
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Sea Change at Bahia Mar



So a lot is riding on the redevelopment of the 66-year-old Bahia Mar hotel on the southern end of Fort

Lauderdale Beach, which operates under the DoubleTree by Hilton brand. The Fort Lauderdale International

Boat Show has several venues, but the Bahia Mar has by far the biggest boat-exhibition capacity of them all.

Indeed, the Bahia Mar marina made headlines earlier this year when a 312-foot yacht called the Kismet

docked there, the largest yacht ever to do so.

Last year, two Miami-based companies, Tate Capital and Rok Acquisitions, led an investor group that

purchased a long-term lease to the Bahia Mar property. “They’re going to take a C facility and make it an

A facility,” Purcell says. “In terms of infrastructure, obviously that’s important because it was built in the ’70s.

” Among other planned improvements at Bahia Mar, “more on-site opportunities for food and beverage would

benefit participants in our show.”

Kenny Tate, vice president and part owner of Tate Capital, says the Bahia Mar will remain the centerpiece of

the annual boat show: “It has been the home of the boat show for decades, and we’d like to continue that.

We have worked closely with the principals of the boat show to make sure our plans provide enough show

space to them, and improves the show space currently being offered.”

For example, the show uses a parking lot at the Bahia Mar for some boat exhibits, and now the Bahia Mar

owners are planning to build a permanent structure for land-based exhibitions. “The boat show is mostly on

the water, but they take over 200,000 square feet of dry space from us and they set up tents on our parking

lot,” Tate says. A permanent structure with high ceilings and two atriums eventually will serve as exhibition

space during the boat show, he says, “and when they’re not here, it will be just a parking garage.”

Indeed, the number of affluent attendees

shopping for yachts was likely to increase

this year because the boat show marketed a

VIP package that included admission to the

show, gourmet food and top-shelf adult

beverages, the show’s best valet parking (inside the show at the International Swimming Hall of Fame facility)

and private tours of pricey vessels. The boat show offered the $399-per-day VIP experience through a

partnership with Quint Events. “It’s a concierge level experience” the boat show hasn’t offered before, Purcell

says. “VIP experiences are coming to the show.”

The Bahia Mar owners estimate they will need seven to eight years to fully redevelop the Bahia Mar property with

condominium towers as well as renovated hotel rooms and public spaces. “We’d like to do it quicker, but

realistically, it’s probably going to take that long,” Tate says.

The owners have scrambled in recent weeks to finish room renovations inside the shorter of the two hotel

buildings on the Bahia Mar property before the boat show. Renovation work will start next year on the 16-story,

181-room hotel.



“We’ll start on the top floor and work down ... I would say half if not two-thirds [of the rooms] will be done by the

boat show in ’16,” Tate says. “We hope to be able to get all of our plans done for our renovation work, our

permitting done and our Hilton approvals done so we can start the renovation sometime in May of ’16,” after

the busy winter season.

Tate also said the Bahia Mar owners plan to build a pedestrian walkway around the property, which may help to

reinvigorate the south end of Fort Lauderdale Beach.

“Right now, the property is pretty much fenced-off to the public, and it’s private,” he says. “We want to open it up,

create a pedestrian promenade around the entire property and try to create some activity in that South Beach

area where none exists now.”

Tate says Bahia Mar will become more inviting to the public in other ways, too.

“We’re adding stops for the water taxi,” he says. “We’re going to set aside some of our boat slips for transient

use.” In addition, “we’re going to put a number of restaurants on the property,” and “we hope to be able to bring

in a small market so people on the barrier island won’t have to drive back and forth to the mainland to get a cup

of sugar or a glass of milk.”

In the years ahead, the owners plan to build condos on the Bahia Mar footprint: two 39-story towers with 250

units each on the east side of the property, and on the west side, a four-story, 100-unit condo.

“A lot of the boat owners who use our marina during the winter might want to have a condo there,” Tate says.

“We envision it being second-home or third-home owners ... We really don’t anticipate many of the condos being

occupied year-round.”



Tate said the community surrounding the Bahia Mar has been supportive.

“We’ve had very little resistance ... All the beach associations and condos in the area have fully

supported the plan.”

The 56-year-old boat show itself is certainly nothing new to the Bahia Mar neighborhood. It is an annual

bonanza for the marine industry and for tourism in Fort Lauderdale.  Exhibition space for this year’s

boat show has been unavailable since late summer.

“It’s completely sold out. We were sold out at the end of August,” says boat show director Brett Keating.

Keating is vice president of Show Management, the company that produces the show for the Marine

Industries Association of South Florida.

Keating says she expected this year’s boat show to attract new guests with money to spend through

the show’s partnership with Quint Events.

“They do very high-end VIP

packages for major sporting

events like the NFL, the

Kentucky Derby, Formula

One, Masters,” she says.

“So they have a wonderful

database of clients looking

for that level of experience.

We’re looking to them to bring

some new people to the show.”

The agenda of this year’s boat

show includes a party bathed in

blue light at the Broward County

Convention Center. Tickets to the

party are available through exhibitors only. The boat show sold Blue Party tickets to exhibitors “so they have

something to give their best clients,” she says of an event featuring “music and entertainment and great

food and drinks.”

This year’s boat show is the first with Keating at the helm as director. She has 15 years of prior experience

attending the boat show and representing boat manufacturers at their exhibitions. She joined the show’s producer,

Show Management, after getting to know the company by questioning it: “I was always asking, 'what’s the show

doing to bring new people? What is the show doing to stay fun and engaging? What is the show doing for me so

I can improve my display?' ... 'Eventually they were like, okay, come over here and help us.' ”



The boat show, of course, is designed to attract average folks and families, not just the affluent.  Features in

this year’s show include the Aqua Zone, a 40,000-gallon pool where marine product vendors will demonstrate

their wares. Keating says the show will not feature free waterborne shuttles to the various show venues aboard

a showboat-style vessel. But the Fort Lauderdale Water Taxi will take guests to any part of the show for $10 a day.

The event also features a multitude of seminars on fishing, boating and other water sports. Kids ages five to 16

with a ticket to the boat show can participate in a fishing clinic free of charge. For yacht owners and wannabes,

the show has seminars on such serious subjects as how to hire a yacht crew and captain, how to manage boat-

related tax liability and how to use radar and an AIS (Automatic Identification) tracking system.

The show is an unparalleled marketing opportunity for local marine business owners like .  SheRose Ann Lovell

is president and general counsel of and co-owner of , which doesDockseekers.com Lovell Marine Construction

dredging and builds seawalls. “ ” she says, and the boatAnywhere a yacht needs a home, we would prepare it,

show “ .”is a great opportunity to meet captains and yacht owners

She says the casual atmosphere of the boat show “organically” fosters business agreements.

“ ,” she says. “Deals have been made that otherwise wouldn’t happen. I’ve seen it year after year That’s assuming

it’s not a deluge and we get beautiful weather like we did last year.  Weather is key.”

Other segments of the marine industry directly benefit from the boat show, among them tugboat operators who

help yacht captains maneuver into their exhibition spaces at Bahia Mar and other venues. Local companies also

assist with the installation of temporary exhibition structures and more than five miles of portable floating docks.

This multi-day task of building the show is itself a show. “Boating is a full contact sport for the three days of

building that show. You’ve never seen anything like it. It’s exciting,” says Larry Acheson, president and captain

of Pompano Beach-based TowboatUS, which built the show at Bahia Mar from 1993 to 2009.

“For the tugs, that’s quite a challenge. And that time of year, there’s usually a lot of wind,” Acheson says.

“Building that show is no simple feat ... When I first started doing it, a big boat for us was 110 feet. And now they’ve

got them 180 feet in there.”

Acheson says Broward County’s marine industry benefits directly from the size and scope of the boat show, which

has participants from more than 30 countries. “The show is really the beginning of season for the yachting

industry,” he says.

But so many yachts arrive in Fort Lauderdale for the boat show, it is hardly a holiday for local towboat operators

and local owners of marine engine shops and propeller shops. In addition, “a lot of the parts that are broken are

made here in Fort Lauderdale,” Acheson says. Visiting yacht owners support the local economy in other ways, too.

“They’ve got detailing guys who clean the boats,” he says. “They’ve got maids who clean the cabins. Every one

of these elements is a job.”
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