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The chain sporting-goods retailer in my community typically has dozens of kayaks in various colors and configurations propped up along a long side wall or piled just in front of it. For months, though, during the spring and summer of 2020, there wasn’t a single boat there.

One well-documented fact that’s emerged from the pandemic is that people are embracing the joys and health-benefits of outdoor recreation. As a result, boats along with most other types of recreational equipment were in short supply as demand increased and manufacturers couldn’t respond quickly enough.
That’s beginning to change. And if you’ve been thinking about boating as a possible activity but missed out on last year’s wave, start looking around again.
Everyone has their own favorite form of boating, ranging from simple kayaks costing a couple hundred dollars to sailboats, yachts and houseboats easily costing a couple hundred thousand. My wife and I stay on the simple end.
Our kayaks can be easily transported on a rooftop rack and offer a delightful day’s outing. With a dozen or more lakes to select from locally, we can reach a body of water quickly and quietly explore it.
Paddling softly into a little shaded cove, we can sit and listen. Before long birdsongs begin, then sounds of animal activity in the neighboring woods. We can watch the waterfowl circle and dive or catch an occasional flash of fish below the surface.

Other people crave more excitement in their craft. They trailer them to lakes permitting outboard motors or, in the case of Raystown and the Yough, unlimited horsepower. There they enjoy running about, fishing, skiing, swimming and gathering with other boaters.

While it can be difficult to grasp just how popular boating is, nonprofit research institute RTI International and Michigan State University came up with a pretty good snapshot for the year of 2018: a “National Recreational Boating Safety Survey,” that was released last month by the U.S. Coast Guard.
The survey found that approximately 25.2 million boats were owned by 14.5 million households. Open power boats were the most popular, however 6.4 million households owned either kayaks or canoes.

It’s probably no surprise that Florida is the leading state for boat usage. But by region, the Midwest and Northeast reported more motorized-boat operating days than the South and West.

One rather sobering statistic is that two-thirds of boat operators had not taken a boating safety course. Yet the risks of dying in a boating accident are very low – five per 100 million person hours in motorized boating and 13 per 100 million person hours in human-powered boats.     

A thought-provoking statistic reveals that of the 14.5 million households that owned boats, less than one percent were African American households. Yet “other” and mixed-race households comprised 16 percent of boat-owning households.

While there likely are systemic reasons for this, household income may not be among them, because 23 percent of boat-owning households reported annual income of less than $50,000. Authors speculated that there could be a connection with another survey-finding that not knowing boat owners was a significant reason why people don’t boat. 
Now remember that these statistics were gathered in 2018 before the pandemic, so all of these numbers likely have grown – perhaps significantly – over the two years since.

As we slowly emerge from the pandemic and look toward warmer days ahead, the central message of this survey is that boating is a popular, safe, affordable and diverse pastime that can appeal to a wide variety of personality types and lifestyles.
If you are reassessing your way of living as a result of what we’ve been through, give boating some consideration if it is not already a part of your life. This is a good time to explore the options. The supply chain is catching up with demand, and there’s plenty of time to prepare for boating season.
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