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            Regional report

Australia & 
New Zealand
Australia and New Zealand are becoming increasingly 
popular as refit and cruising destinations and the business 
this provides, together with manufacturing work, is 
compensating for the decline of the new build market. 
Ellie Brade reports. 
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Thanks to their geographical 
proximity, Australia and New 

Zealand are often bundled together 
in industry discussion, and as 
their offerings, opportunities and 
challenges are very similar this pairing 
is not unjustified. Both have successful 
exporters, a history of executing 
high-quality new builds and refits, and 
safe and exciting cruising grounds. 
Both have faced the challenges of a 
strong currency and their distance 
from the majority of the industry. 
Both have been persistent in their 
efforts to increase visibility and attract 
new work and visitors despite these 
aforementioned challenges. 

CHANGING DIRECTION
The Australia and New Zealand of 
2016 are very different from the 
Australia and New Zealand pre global 
financial crisis (GFC). A decade 
ago the industry centred almost 
wholly on the new build market, with 
plentiful local work and product 
manufacturers riding on the high that 
a weak dollar provided. “The New 
Zealand marine industry was very 
much built off the platform of Alloy 
Yachts and other successful yards; they 
really set us a place in the market and 
it was easy to get the work because we 
kept it all as one central hub,” says 
Chris McMaster, managing director 
of Doyle Sails New Zealand, one of 
the country’s biggest export success 
stories. “A lot of businesses grew quite 
quickly off that, and as the dollar 
strengthened many people struggled 
with the concept of changing their 
business model from 50 per cent of 
work – at least – on our doorstep to 
practically none.”

The domino-effect impact of the 
reduced order book prompted a 
huge change in operations for many 
businesses, with the majority of 
manufacturers having to look solely 
offshore to secure sales. Today the 
focus of work within the countries is 
more evenly spread across disciplines 
and customer bases, with refit in 
particular a fast growing avenue 
for work. In some ways, this forced 
change proved a good thing long 

term: it made many businesses seek 
to both improve themselves and look 
in other directions. It maybe even 
spurred investment into refit and 
marina infrastructure that might not 
have been considered so necessary 
back when the new build sector 
represented such a large proportion 
of national work. 

Those that met the challenge 
head on, particularly those that 
have developed a niche product and 
comprehensive service, have emerged 
stronger than ever. Particularly in 
the manufacturing sector there are 
some real success stories, with many 
executing some really clever work. 
Southern Spars is just one example, 
having been named Exporter of the 
Year at the 2014 Air New Zealand 
Export Awards. “We are lucky with the 
wide range of the work we do, with 
work for events like the America’s 
Cup and Volvo representing 
reasonable parts of our production, 
unlike other companies that are so 
niche and suffer as a result,” says 
Mark Hauser, founder and sales 
director at Southern Spars. 

With a huge range of opportunities 
surrounding the refit and cruising 
sector, the possibilities for both 
countries is huge, with companies 
taking steps to future proof their 
businesses as much as possible. 
Generally speaking, this has been a 
three-pronged approach. The first, 
an increase in destination marketing, 
promoting each country as a cruising 
destination and a hub for refit. The 
second, an adaptation of offerings 
to cater to this new target market 
of refit/cruise business. The third, 
investment by companies into product 
range and facilities to improve their 
offering to the market and protect 
their market niche.  

“As the dollar 
strengthened many 

people struggled 
with the concept 
of changing their 

business model from 
50 per cent of work 
– at least – on our 

doorstep to  
practically none.”

Chris McMaster, 
managing director,  

Doyle Sails New Zealand
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DESTINATION 
MARKETING
If there’s one word to describe 
Australia and New Zealand it is 
‘potential’. As a cruising and refit 
destination, growth possibilities are 
huge. “If even 10 per cent of the 
superyacht fleet have both the ability 
and the will to discover new areas 
then that’s a massive opportunity for 
the region,” says Matthew Johnston, 
managing director of MUIR 
Windlasses and board member of 
both the Australian International 
Marine Export Group (AIMEX) and 
the International Superyacht Society. 
With less than two per cent of the 
fleet visiting the South Pacific each 
year, even attracting a small number 
of new yachts would mean significant 
leaps in yacht visitation percentages 
and, with that, an increase in refit and 
support work. 

Recognising this, Australia and New 
Zealand have been more proactive 
in promoting the region as a whole 
in the hope that each will benefit 
from a growing yacht presence in 
the region. Increased support from 
tourism organisations, together with 
sheer hard work to shine a spotlight 

on the region, has meant that the 
idea of visiting the South Pacific has 
been significantly normalised. “As a 
cruising destination the South Pacific 
is growing in popularity but you can’t 
avoid the fact that most boats want 
to be in the Med, and changing that 
mindset is our biggest challenge,” says 
Matt Liddell of New Zealand based 
refit management company Marine 
Management Limited (MML). “I 
think we are making real progress on 
that front but we need to keep selling 
the full New Zealand package.”

The destination has also become 
an important tool for new-build sales 

pitches. “We’ve come a long way 
in recognising the motivations of 
people wanting to do projects down 
here,” says Michael Eaglen, CEO of 
McMullen & Wing. “We’ve probably 
been very services-focused in the 
past and thought that people were 
coming because we built a terrific 
boat, but now we realise that a lot 
of people come down just as much 
because they’ve fallen in love with 
New Zealand.” Recognising those 
attributes and communicating them 
to potential customers is a clear 
opportunity for new build and refit 
businesses alike. 

“We’ve probably been very services-focused 
in the past and thought that people were 
coming because we built a terrific boat,  
but now we realise that a lot of people  

come down just as much because they’ve 
fallen in love with New Zealand.”

– Michael Eaglen, CEO, McMullen & Wing 

MCMULLEN & WING’S LATEST LAUNCH, 50M HULL 1016, SITS IN FRONT OF THEIR MT WELLINGTON FACILITY.
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LOBBYING FOR CHANGE
Hand in hand with destination 
marketing comes a need to make the 
offering more attractive. Australia’s 
restrictive charter laws are a particular 
focus for industry bodies, with 
organisations such as Superyacht 
Australia campaigning tirelessly for 
changes to charter rules and the 
restrictions around 35m+ cruising 
in certain areas of the Great Barrier 
Reef. “The difficulty for yachts to 
charter in Australia is the single 
most inhibitive thing to growth 
for the entire industry because of 
how much that impacts the entire 
supply chain,” says Cameron Bray 
of Bray Management and Northrop 
& Johnson. “These two issues 
have created an unfortunate and 
inaccurate perception that Australia 
is too difficult. Captains, managers 
and owners talk amongst themselves 
and say, ‘Don’t go to Australia, it’s 
too hard’,” continues Bray. “In fact 
it’s not too hard, there are just a few 
things we need to try to change on the 
outside, but in terms of private yachts 
cruising Australia, refit and repair and 
new build we are well and truly open.”

Increased traffic from both the 
Panama Canal and through the Suez is 
being seen and an ambitious aim is to 
lobby for blanket charter rules across 
many parts of the Asia Pacific. “The 
key to growth in the region is uniform 
charter rules; if that happens you’ll see 
a trebling of activity over five years,” 

says Steve Fisher of refit yard Rivergate 
Marina. “Governments in the region 
are talking about having a summit so 
we can have conversations around the 
idea.” This idea is in its infancy, with 
results unlikely to be imminent, but 
it is an indication of positive action 
towards a common goal that would 
benefit the Asia Pacific greatly.  

 “In terms of private yachts cruising 
Australia, refit and repair and new build  

we are well and truly open.” 
– Cameron Bray, Bray Management and 

Northrop & Johnson [below]

“The key to growth in the region 
is uniform charter rules; if that 
happens you’ll see a trebling of 

activity over five years.” 
– Steve Fisher, Rivergate Marina

RIVERGATE MARINA -– ONE OF AUSTRALIA’S MOST SUCCESSFUL REFIT OPERATIONS.
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REFIT 
When promoting the destination 
an extra carrot for yachts is the 
high quality refit work available in 
both countries, with one tack being 
to encourage yachts to combine 
their visit with a refit in order to 
make it worthwhile. Of course, 
this approach suits the countries 
too, with refit providing lucrative 
work opportunities to support local 
industry. “Refit is a big opportunity 
as the number of potential refit 
clients has expanded considerably 
and that’s a reflection of the age of a 
lot of stock out there on the water,” 
says Ian Cook, managing director of  
Yachting Developments. “In the past 
20 years there has been a massive 
boom in the number of yachts that 
have been built that are now being 
refitted or sold secondhand, whereas 
10 years ago the market of yachts to 
target simply wasn’t that big.”

As both the fleet and numbers 
of yachts visiting the South Pacific 
grow it is clear that the biggest 
opportunities for local development 
lie in the refit sector. “It’s quite well 
known that the production of large 
yachts in Australia and New Zealand 
is down in recent years,” says Bray. 
“However, there seems to be a 
bigger shift in Australia into putting 
those resources and skilled labour 
into the refit market and investing 
more into infrastructure.”

The growth of the refit industry 
has also seen the rise of more skilled 
service companies. “The industry 
here is quite different from what it 
used to be,” says Eaglen. “Previously, 
out of necessity, the shipyards used 
to undertake all work in house, but 
as the refit market has grown and 
produced more service business that 
performs at a high level now we are 
moving in the direction of being 
able to use more subcontractors 
instead of having permanent 
internal capability.”

“Refit is a big opportunity as the  
number of potential refit clients has 
expanded considerably and that’s a 
reflection of the age of a lot of stock  

out there on the water.” 
– Ian Cook, managing director, Yachting 

Developments

CARBON SPECIALISTS AT WORK ON YACHTING DEVELOPMENTS’ 
LATEST LAUNCH, CYGNUS MONTANUS.
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DIVERSIFICATION
Australia’s two yards, Echo Yachts and 
Silver Yachts, remain solely focused 
on new build work, but in New 
Zealand diversifi cation has proved 
fruitful for many companies, with 
Yachting Developments the perfect 
case study. After two superyacht 
orders fell through in 2013, the yard 
turned to commercial, composite, 
refi t and smaller new build work 
to tide them over and keep skilled 
staff on the books. “We’re defi nitely 
focused across the refi t, new build 
and composite structural market 
and that has allowed us to keep our 
skilled staff on and to manage the 
fl uctuations of new build work,” says 
Cook. This paid off, with the signing 
of two orders in 2014 and 2015 with 
launch of the fi rst, 33.7m Hull 1012, 
which took place recently, and the 
second, 37.5m Hull 1015, due in 
2017. 

Even with these new orders, Cook’s 
long-term intention is to keep the 
scope of work undertaken at the yard 
broad.

INVESTMENT IN 
INFRASTRUCTURE
In recent years both Australia 
and New Zealand have invested 
signifi cantly in their refi t and 
berthing facilities, but more work is 
needed. “They say ‘Build it and they 
will come’, but demand is exceeding 
supply and they are coming before 
the facilities have been built,” says 
Fisher. “The infrastructure has 
to increase as the fl eet numbers 
increase, particularly as fl eet numbers 
are getting bigger.”

New Zealand faces the same 
problem, particularly in Auckland 
city where surplus waterfront space is 
sparse. “Enticing people here is our 
biggest challenge, but we need to be 
able to look after them while they 
are here. We need to be continually 
improving infrastructure so we never 
get to the point where we need it 
before we have it,” says Liddell. “The 
country’s big disadvantage is lack of 
infrastructure, which is why MML 
partners with the navy’s facilities, 
but luckily our business model of 
supplying refi t support anywhere in 
the world transcends that problem.” 

“Enticing people here 
is our biggest challenge, 
but we need to be able 

to look after them 
while they are here. We 
need to be continually 

improving infrastructure 
so we never get to the 
point where we need it 

before we have it.” 
– Matt Liddell, Marine 
Management Limited 

(MML)

NEW AUSTRALIAN SHIPYARD ECHO YACHTS WILL LAUNCH ITS FIRST NEW BUILD PROJECT IN 2016.
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Outside Auckland, Whangarei is 
becoming an increasingly attractive 
prospect for refit with refit yard 
Oceania Marine going from strength 
to strength. Having moved to a 
larger yard space in December 
2015 the yard is now planning a 
560-tonne travel lift that will mean 
more flexibility and greater options 
for visiting yachts. “It will be a game 
changer for New Zealand and the 
offering we have for superyacht 
refits, especially for sail boats, which 
are hard to haul on a conventional 
slipway,” says Jim Loynes, client 
liaison and marketing manager at 
Oceania Marine. With clients already 
lined up waiting to use the new lift, 
the yard hopes to have it operational 
by early 2017. “We feel that the first 
company that can get an operation 
like that up and running will be 
well ahead of the game.” Loynes 
is confident in the importance of 
Whangarei as a superyacht hub, 
with it being just two hours north 

of Auckland. “The marine scene 
in Whangarei is very upbeat at 
the moment,” he says. “We’ve got 
the space up here and the lower 
overheads and it’s not that far from 
Auckland.”

In Australia the major refit yards 
are also planning investment, with 
Rivergate planning to extend their 
operations in order to be able to 
handle refits for the biggest yachts. 
“Once you get above 600 tonnes and 
80 metres then berthage and haul-

out spots in Australia are still very 
rare and we recently missed out on 
a major refit project on a 90-metre 
plus yacht because of this,” says 
Fisher. “Rivergate has got consultants 
working on changes to its facility to 
be able handle bigger boats on an 
in-water maintenance programme, 
so we are working in the right 
direction.”

For manufacturers, competing with 
companies operating in Europe means it  
is crucial to offer something unique. As  
a result, R&D has become a central part 

of day-to-day business for many companies 
looking to stay a step ahead of the market.

OCEANIA MARINE HAS INVESTED HEAVILY IN ITS WHANGAREI FACILITIES.
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R&D AND INNOVATION
For manufacturers, competing with 
companies operating in Europe 
means it is crucial to offer something 
unique. As a result R&D has become 
a central part of day-to-day business 
for many companies looking to stay a 
step ahead of the market. “Back when 
the dollar was strong it was obvious 
to us that if a company didn’t have a 
product that was unique in the market 
you weren’t going to be sustainable 
long term,” says McMaster. Doyle 
New Zealand puts signifi cant energy 
and investment into developing its 
proprietary sail fi bre, Stratis, as well as 
implementing effi cient manufacturing 
techniques to increase profi tability. 
“Everything we’ve done for the last six 
to seven years has been about getting 
labour out of sails and into high 
technology, spending a lot of money 
on automation and big CAD plotters,” 
says McMaster. “As soon as we have 
to physically put man-hours on to the 
sails that’s when we start becoming 
ineffective, even against the USA.” 
These time-saving processes mean 
that it is possible to run a factory in 
New Zealand and still achieve a profi t 
without any compromise on product 
quality. 

Southern Spars has also invested 
in itself, increasing R&D and 
technologies, implementing lean 
manufacturing systems and moving 
into a new factory in 2012. “During 
quieter periods we really worked 
at employing lean manufacturing 
techniques, which has paid off in 
the long run,” says Hauser. “The 
processes are great and the factory is 
impressive and effi cient – everyone’s 
very proud of it.”

Many Australian companies also 
made the most of quieter periods. 
“Australian exporters have been 
through a lot in recent times, 
experiencing what was essentially a 
second GFC, with a high dollar against 
the US and, by association, the euro,” 
says Johnston. “During that period 
marine businesses looked at their 
business and what they could be doing 
better to reduce their overheads and 
improve their product range.” 

Looking forwards, exporters are 
confi dent in their offerings and in 
Australia and New Zealand’s ability 
to sell to the rest of the world. 
“Distance from the market means 
our challenge is still one of ensuring 
that we offer a quality, reliable 
product at a competitive price,” says 
Johnston. 

For fellow Australian 
manufacturer VEEM, which is 
launching its new gyrostabiliser 
to market, the opportunities are 
clear. “Now the Australian 
dollar is stabilising we are 
seeing opportunities for market 

penetration,” says Paul Steinmann, 
product manager of the VEEM gyro 
division. “Our presence is growing, 
we have sold everything we’ve built 
and interest continues to grow. I 
expect that the next few years are 
going to be challenging but exciting 
for us as we go through an exciting 
period of expansion.”

“One good thing we did was a personnel 
swap: we took on extra people when we 
were busy, which meant we were able to 
both help other companies keep their 
skilled labour in the industry and to 

manage our peaks.” 
–  Mark Hauser, founder and sales director, 

Southern Spars

Regional report: Australia & New Zealand

SOUTHERN SPARS’ WORLD-CLASS FACTORY.
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REBUILDING THE  
NEW BUILD MARKET
The new build sector is significantly 
smaller than it once was, and the loss 
of some yards means that it is unlikely 
that the peaks of orders seen around 
the 2000 America’s Cup will ever 
return. But those who remain are 
confident in their offerings and believe 
that the new build sector can rebuild. 

“The late Ed Dubois was one of 
our best ambassadors and he really 
believed that the New Zealand new 
build sector was going to come back,” 
says Hauser. “He thought that a few 
orders down here would kick things off 
again and I think he was right.” While a 
small order book is a curse when times 
are hard it also means recovery is only 
a few orders away. 

Cook is also confident that New 
Zealand’s new build sector can grow. 
“There are new opportunities out 
there, I think it’s just a matter of 
yards trying to stay competitive and 
sustainable,” he says. “Everybody talks 
about the dollar being the issue but 
I’ve always maintained that’s not the 
case. Wherever you build a boat in the 
world, 50 per cent of its value is the 
material content; the dollar only affects 
the labour component of the job, so 
it’s a question of having staff that are 
efficient and smart at doing their job to 
try to be competitive.”

Australian yard Echo Yachts is also 
confident in order book potential and 
believes that, ironically, opportunity 
lies in the success of European yards. 
“We are hearing from many brokers 
and yards that a lot of the better 
shipyards in Europe are fairly well 
booked up and the lead times are 
increasing,” says Chris Blackwell, client 
liaison and marketing manager at 
Echo Yachts. “We represent an exciting 
opportunity with our next build slot 
opening up later this year and we’re 
hoping that our strong enquiries will 
convert for that reason. The whole 
Australian new build package is a lot 
more attractive now.”

WORKING TOGETHER                                                                                                                                         
Difficult times have had the positive 
effect of making an already tight-knit 
industry even tighter. “In the past 
we’ve been a bit more win/lose on 
projects and we are getting better at 
supporting each other and sharing 
the work around,” says Eaglen. “We 
are still a close industry even though 
we are competitors with each other at 
some level.” 

In quieter times a big challenge 
is preventing the loss of skilled staff 
from the industry. In the past one 
solution shared between many of 
the bigger companies, including 
Southern Spars, McMullen & Wing 
and Alloy Yachts, was a staff-sharing 
programme. “After the GFC the 
challenges around the shortage of 
work were trying to manage the 
peaks and lows of the workload,” says 
Hauser. “One good thing we did was 
a personnel swap: we took on extra 
people when we were busy, which 
meant we were able to both help 
other companies keep their skilled 
labour in the industry and to manage 
our peaks.” 

With skilled marine professionals 
in high demand from other sectors, 
especially with a housing boom in 
Australia and New Zealand, it is 
crucially important to retain this 
skill set, especially if teams are to be 
rebuilt should new orders be signed 
in future. This idea of core companies 
sharing skilled staff makes real sense 

and is one that could be adopted in 
other countries. 

In the near future it is likely that 
Yachting Developments will call on 
this approach as they near a peak 
construction period. “We’re at the point 
where we are looking to get some of the 
other yards to do some work for us,” says 
Cook. “You can’t stand alone, it just won’t 
work, there’s got to be more businesses 
around to support each other.” 

The past decade has been anything 
but an easy ride for the two countries, 
but with so much potential for growth 
and everyone working towards a 
common goal the future is looking 
bright.  
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 “We are hearing from a lot of brokers 
and yards that many of the better 

shipyards in Europe are fairly well booked 
up and the lead times are increasing ... 

The whole Australian new build package 
is a lot more attractive now.”

Chris Blackwell, client liaison and  
marketing manager, Echo Yachts


