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3.2 Barges

First of all, if wide-beam narrow boats are still related to the narrow 
boat family because of their style, they differ from barges, being usu-
ally narrower. Barges are wider than narrow boats -sometimes their 
beam can be even more than the double- and they boast different ori-
gins and so different features and styles, explaining the need of distin-
guishing them into two separated categories. 

The most significant difference [between barges and narrow-
boats] was the width of the canals, and subsequently the size of 
the locks required. Early canals tended to be wider, most notably 
the Leeds & Liverpool, whilst the later canals, often referred to 
as the Midlands canals, were much narrower. This difference 
was reflected in the size of boats on these canals, with wider 
boats more efficient if the waterway could take them. It is these 
usually cargo-carrying boats that are most correctly referred to 
as ‘barges’, their distinguishing characteristic being a beam much 
greater than the 7 feet that limits the aptly named ‘narrowboat’, 
instead the size being determined by the width of the locks they 
had to use. In fact, barges tend to go up to 14 feet wide in order 
to achieve maximum efficiency. (Corble, 2010)

According to the most common definition, a barge is “a long flat-bot-
tomed boat for carrying freight on canals and rivers, either under its 
own power or towed by another”. Generally speaking, everybody 
agrees when saying that barges have always been used to move freight 
and carry out maintenance on inland waterways. Some canal barg-
es are without engines and need to be towed by tugboats or pushed 
by towboats. However, nowadays they are one of the most common 
choices for those who decide to live afloat, thank their big internal 
space and open decks. Traditional replicas, as well as old converted 
barges, are today very comfortable houseboats, visible all around Eu-
ropeans waterways. Since its main definition is quite vague and due to 
its previous use as a synonymous for ‘flat-bottomed boat’, it is normal 
that barges have nowadays a quite complex background. Despite this 
very general statement in his, “The Illustrated Encyclopaedia of Ships 
and Boats”, Blackburn, clarify incongruences showing several defini-
tions and existing kinds of ‘barges’. 

BARGE: Barge probably comes from the Latin word “barca”, 
which makes it the equivalent of BARQUE or BARK. However, 
today not only do BARQUE and Barge have different meanings, 
but Barge itself has several definitions, […].
a. The oldest use of the word Barge was for a small seagoing ship, 
the next size above a BALINGER. From the 17th century on, 
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such sailing ships were called BARQUES. 
b. A Barge may also be a ceremonial vessel of state; see STATE 
RARGE […].
c. The third meaning of Barge is as a coastal trading vessel of the 
THAMES BARGE type. 
d. The hull of a Barge of type c. above when towed by a tug 
and without any means of self-propulsion is known usually as a 
Dumb Barge, but is more properly called a LIGHTER. 
e. In the sailing days of the British Navy a Barge was the second 
boat of a WARSHIP, pulled by fourteen oars and used for car-
rying officers from ship to shore. An Admiral’s Barge, however, 
descends from the STATE, and was at first a small steamboat, 
but now is a MOTOR BOAT used for the harbor transport of 
flag officers. 
f. A final definition of Barge is the now obsolete double-decked 
vessel which was used for carrying passengers and freight, and 
which was always towed behind a STEAM BOAT. 
— DUTCH BARGE The so-called Dutch Barge was in fact mere-
ly an older type Of THAMES BARGE distinguished by its flat, 
overhanging bow.
— HAY BARGE A Hay Barge was a THAMES BARGE-type 
with a shallower draft for entering narrow inlets on the English 
east coast. To accommodate the high stacks of hay carried, the 
mainsail had a very high foot, and the helmsman took orders 
from a man conning the vessel from high on the stack. 
— STATE BARGE A State Barge is usually richly ornamented 
and propelled by oars, such as Cleopatra’s Barge which was “like 
a burnished throne” with purple sails and silver oars.
— THAMES BARGES The Thames Barge is a large, flat-bot-
tomed boat with leeboards instead of a keel so that it may oper-
ate to windward in shoal water and remain upright if grounded. 
They are usually ketch-or yawl-rigged with a large main sprit-
sail and a very small mizzen. The mast is normally stepped in 
a lutchet, which enables it to be lowered when passing under 
bridges. (Blackburn, 2003)

Talking about houseboats, the most common description of barges 
depicts them as “a flatbottomed boat, originally used for cargo carry-
ing, many of which have now been converted for pleasure or residen-
tial use”. Moreover, in all the literature produced about this topic, the 
first image shown is always the one of a Dutch barge or even Thames 
one. 

Finally, barges in the South East tended to be modelled on 
the Thames barge, characterised by its flat bottom and large 
tan-coloured sails, along with masts and leeboards that could 
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be lowered. These were typically crewed by two men or fami-
lies and were highly manoeuvrable, capable of negotiating the 
crowded waters of the Thames, as well as the creeks and docks 
that fed into or off the river. Originally, ‘swim-ended’, that is, 
shaped like a horizontal wedge, as time went on, these became 
more streamlined. 
[…], examples of Thames barges are easy to come across today, 
both on the river and on the Grand Union Canal […]. The rea-
son for this is simple — only Thames barges were able to justify 
themselves commercially until relatively recent times in the face 
of the demands from the canals. (Corble, 2010)

Apparently, any barge is usually called ‘Dutch barge’ in the UK be-
cause it sells better on the local houseboats market, where this kind of 
boats is very required.

If you aspire to own a pretty boat with both looks and sophisti-
cation, you might consider a Dutch barge. Originally imported 
from Holland as ex-cargo boats or fishing trawlers, many are 
now renovated for leisure or live-aboard use.
These vessels are undeniably pleasing to the eye and even the 
newer reproduction boats follow a pattern that is largely agreea-
ble. Older original boats with a good fit out will cost you as much 
as a new build replica and almost always more than a wide beam 

F.40
Cabby, a typical 
example of Thames 
Sailing Barge
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of comparative age and condition, but for some boaters, it just 
has to be a barge. (Jones, 2016)

Most remarkable features of a typical Dutch barge are the large rudder 
and the pair of leeboards. Dutch barges are usually most wanted be-
cause of their large beam. Their length may vary greatly according to 
the specific kind of barge it is and it goes from 15m to 40m. They have 
been traditional working boats built in several styles (Booth, 2010). 

Dutch barges Traditional Dutch working barges were built in 
several styles. The round-checked tjalk is basically not as spa-
cious as the luxemotor — the style most often imported into this 
country. Where the wide-beam narrowboat’s increased girth 
adds to its boxiness, the average luxemotor or steilsteven is a 
superb craft with its powerful straight stem, elegant re-entrant 
counter, curving deckline and ship’s wheelhouse. In competent 
hands, they are safe for calm North Sea crossings although lux-
emotors are not sea-kindly craft. 
Dutch barges seem to survive well in spite of their comparatively 
great age - eighty years is not unusual. Apart from timber fold-
down wheelhouses, their superstructures are steel. Their hulls 
are frequently of riveted iron or steel and flat-bottomed with 
rounded chines (the joint between bottom and side). Availa-
bility in the most attractive size range - 50ft to 80ft x 11ft to 
14ft - is now dwindling and prices rising. Potential buys need 
careful inspection because of their age and unusual construction. 
Finally, in addition to the narrow-beam Dutch barge, and the 
wide-beam narrowboat, there is yet another paradox - the Brit-
ish Dutch barge. Purpose-built versions can be more convenient 
and space-effective by altering deck heights (and thus window 
eye-line) and by shifting and /or reducing the engine room. The 
mini-Dutch barge (say 45ft x 10ft) also becomes possible. How-
ever, as in modern narrowboats, the result is unlikely to be as 
subtle as the originals, either above or below the waterline. (Ivi)

As explained before, if one of the narrow boats’ peculiarities is that 
they have been designed exclusively for the UK, barges in general and 
Dutch barges, in particular, are a European presence, characterised by 
local and geographical conditions. Apart from the most known tjalk, 
luxe motor and steilsteven, there are also other versions of Dutch barges 
nowadays converted into houseboats, such as the Amsterdammer, the 
Dortmunders, the Hagenaar, the Kagenaar, the Kempenaar and, the Snik.
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3.2.1 Luxe Motor
They are often referred to as ‘The Dutch Barge’. Introduced around 
1920, they were among the first Dutch motorized barges. They had a 
straight bow and a mirror back. They are around 25 meters long and, 
because of their good quality, most of them were lengthened after the 
war. Most of these vessels were built in Groningen and Friesland. 
Katwijkers are very similar but smaller barges, with a maximum width 
of 4,5 meters. 

Many Luxe Motors are being converted into houseboats and short-
ened to their original length, it is very interesting to notice how, these 
days, the smaller these barges are, the more expensive they are be-
coming.

F.42
Interior of ‘Flakee’, a 
Luxe Motor moored in 
Amsterdam by Wood-
ies at Berlin Studio

F.41
The Admiraal Tromp, 
a Luxe Motor on a resi-
dential mooring
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3.2.2 Tjalk
The Tjalk was a Dutch barge of the 17th century, but still existing 
today as a houseboat. Its fortune as a houseboat is due to the roomy 
interiors. This barge appears more ‘squared’ then nicely curved with 
the wide beam and flat bottom which runs full width to nearly the 
bow and stern.
With a very recognisable Dutch clog shape, it was originally designed 
as a sailing boat, fitted with leeboards either side to avoid too much 
leeward slippage when sailing. Modern tjalks are generally not sailing 
craft, of course, but rather steel cruising boats with more pronounced 
lines than a luxe motor. These are imposing craft guaranteed to make 
an immediate impression on the river.

There are mainly two versions of it: the Boltjalk and the Pavilioent-

jalk. A Boltjalk is a type of Groninger tjalk with low cargo holds (2,30 
meters), built for the calm inland waters. While the Pavilioentjalk is 
characterized by the back part, called ‘pavilioen’, being higher than the 
front one. A typical feature is that the handle for the rudder comes 
quite far on the back deck.

F.43
Sailing tjalk converted 

into a houseboat
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3.2.3 Steilsteven
Steilstevens are characterised by their straight bow. Since it was a sim-
ple design, most steam and motor vessels were built this way.
They were originally around 25 meters long, with a width of 5 meters. 
This kind of barge can easily be found today, converted into house-
boats or motor yachts. Because of the up going stern, the wheelhouse 
is, the most of the time, completely at the back. 

3.2.4 Amsterdammer
The amsterdammer is a motor tug suited for the low bridges in Am-
sterdam, as understandable from the name itself. Similarly to the 
steilsteven, an amsterdammer has a straight bow. Today these boats are 
more used as a cruising yacht since they are too “small” - compared to 
other Dutch barges- to live permanently on board.

3.2.5 Dortmunders
Dortmunders were barges built for the Dortmund Eemskanaal. They 
had a width of 8,20 meters, while their length was around 67 meters. 
This kind of ship can be used as houseboats after a shortening oper-
ation. The internal volume has nothing to envy to a house built on 
land. Obviously, considering the conversion works and the important 
dimensions of this boat, the purchase and maintenance costs can be 
particularly high.

F.45
Amsterdammer example: a 
former tug built in 1942 
and now converted into a 
recreational craft. 

F.44
Exterior and Interiors 

of a steilsteven, in 
Amsterdam
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3.2.6 Hagenaar
This particular kind was designed to fit under the bridges of Den 
Hague and therefore called ‘Hagenaar’. A typical element is the up go-
ing stern. The stern must be higher because the living quarters are 
underneath it. Today these barges are used for several purposes, such 
as sailing competitions and houseboating.

3.2.7 Kagenaar
Kagenaars were designed to carry their goods on deck, navigating on 
shallow water only. Nowadays, the few Kagenaars remained are char-
acterised by a top heavy construction and they are mainly used for 
weekend trips on inland waterways.

3.2.8 Kempenaar
Kempenaars were built for the Kempische canals, which give them their 
name. These barges had a cargo capacity around 500 tons, thanks to 
their 50 meters length with a width of 6,60 meters. The first exem-
plars were built without an engine, but they were rapidly motorized. 
The up going stern is a remarkable feature of the older generation of 
Kempenaars. 
Modern Kempenaars have nothing in common with the older gen-
eration of motorized Kempenaars, if not their dimensions. There is a 
Belgian version of Kempenaar that is simply 2 meters longer. 
A positive aspect of a Kempenaar is a back living quarter, larger than 
most of the barges. This feature is a good point when converted into 
a houseboat; in this case, exactly as Dortmunders, they need to be 
shortened.

3.2.9 Snik or Snikken
Snikken were had a flat bow, round stern and were around 15 meters 
long. They were built and mainly used in Friesland. During the In-
dustrial Revolution, these barges were pulled by women, children or 
horses. The few that remain today are used for short cruises.

  Apart from these models, there are some other barges-like that are 
not typical Dutch barges, even though they were produced in the 
Netherlands. These particular kinds are the Brusselaar, the Franse Mo-

tor and, the Spits.

3.2.10 Brusselaar
The Brusselaar is a less popular version of Kempenaar. These ships had 
a width of 7,05 meters, because of the lock-in Willebroek in Brussels, 

F.48
Number 70, a Kem-

penaar example. This  
former towing ship 
was built in1927 as a 
military vessel and it is 
now used as a floating 
accommodation in 
Vlissingen, Netherlands

F.47
A Kagenaar, converted 
into a motor yacht 

F.46
A restored Hagenaar, used 
for sailing competitions
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the city that gives them their name. Exactly like a Kempenaar, Brusse-

laar can be used as houseboats, after a shortening operation.

3.2.11 Franse Motor
A Franse Motor, literally French Motor, is a ship characterised by Swiss 
design that can be recognized by the bow and low den. These barges 
were assembled mainly in France -explaining their name- or in Dor-
drecht, but they were pre-fabricated in the USA and Canada. They 
were built in two different sizes. The smaller version was a ship of 
720 tons and 63,31 meters long, while the bigger one was a ship of 900 
tons with a length of 73,50 meters. Once again, these ships are suited 
for living, after shortening.

3.2.12 Spits
This kind of barge can be described as a Dutch or a Belgian spitsen, 
nowadays used as a houseboat. These barges were designed for the 
French canals, and so, mostly produced in Belgium and France, but 
also in the Netherlands. A spits has a length of 38 meters and a width 
of about 5 meters, perfectly conforming to the size of French canals 
locks. These barges were designed to take as much cargo as possible. 
They have a blunted bow and a round stern. Most spitsen were built 
with a thickness of 5mm. At the beginning of their history, during the 
Industrial Revolutions, they were pulled by women and children or 
by horses. They were mainly motorized after the Great War. 
Spits barge French name is péniche.

F.50
Bow of a Franse Motor 

F.49
Shortening operation of a 
Dutch Barge in a shipyard 

in Amsterdam (Photo: 
Woodies aT BerLin)

F.51
General scheme of  a 
Ducth Barge exterior 
and interiors’ spaces

(by Grit Koalick)
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3.3 Péniche

The barge, in general, is the emblematic boat for canal navigation, 
and most of the time a péniche is what it is shown as an example. Say-
ing so it is easy to assume that the “péniche” belong to the barges fam-
ily, and speaking in French, the other way around also make sense, 
since barge is the most common translation for péniche.  
The truth is that the péniche gradually replaced all other types of riv-
erboats during the first half of the 20th century, and thus it became 
the riverboat of antonomasia for most of the people in France and 
Belgium. 

This trend is also demonstrated by the fact that the individuals who 
live afloat in France are in general called ‘pénichards’ (French equiva-
lent for houseboaters) despite the kind of boat they own.
This kind of barge is apparently typical of the Flanders, an area that, 
since the middle ages, was counting the North of France (today is 
known as the department of Nord), Belgium (mainly the Flemish re-
gion) and the South of the Netherlands. In fact, the tjalk or the aak can 
be considered as a sort of ancestors of the péniche that was also called 
‘péniche flamande’. Victim of its successful design, the péniche influ-
enced several other boat styles, such as the flûte d’Ourcq, the guinot, the 
bateau nantais, the bateau picard.

F.52
A traditional péniche 

Freycinet converted 
into a houseboat
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Since the Flanders region has been always connected through inland 
waterways, it is normal to see how the boats of France, Belgium and 
the Netherlands have influenced each other during the centuries. 

A péniche is a very particular boat, with well-defined dimensions and 
shapes, and so it cannot be synonymous with a “river-boat” in general 
as it often appears today, especially talking about French houseboats. 
In fact, after the lock standardisation made by the Freycinet Law in 
1879, all the cargo carrying boats, in France first and Belgium later, 
measured 38.50 m over 5.05 m carrying 250 tonnes in a canal, and 350 
tonnes in a deep river. The dimensions and shape of the locks deter-
mined its outline, close to the parallelepiped in order to optimise the 
load capacity. The Freycinet gauge corresponds to the Classification 
of European Inland Waterways48 class I. 

48 The Classification of European Inland Waterways is a set of standards for 
interoperability of large navigable waterways forming part of the Trans-Eu-
ropean Inland Waterway network within Continental Europe and Russia. 

F.53
A Bateau picard moored 

on the Seine, at the 
beginning of the XX 

century (old postcard)
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In the 20th century, many of the canal’s locks were modified, how-
ever, as freight transport was no longer relevant due to the railways’ 
arrival, the Freycinet gauge was abandoned.

These boats were called ‘gabarit Freycinet’49, they were initially made 
out of wood, then by iron or steel. There were 8,000 barges in France 
in 1920, and only 4300 in 1979. Between 1980 and 2000, a European 
scrapping plan destroyed more than half of this heritage. There are 
still 900 working exemplars, while 1500 have been rehabilitated as 
houseboats, many of them from Belgium and the Netherlands. The 
price of péniches converted into houseboats is soaring in these last 
few years, due to a higher request of these crafts that are every day 
harder to find.

It was created by the European Conference of Ministers of Transport (ECMT; 
in French known as Conférence européenne des Ministres des Transports, 
CEMT) in 1992, hence the range of dimensions are also referred to as CEMT 
Class I–VII. 
The size for each waterway is limited by the dimensions of the structures 
including the locks and boat lifts on the route.
Class I corresponds to the historical Freycinet gauge decreed in France dur-
ing 1879. The larger river classification sizes are focused on the carriage of 
intermodal containers in convoys of barges propelled by a push-tug. Most 
of the canals of the United Kingdom have smaller locks and would fall below 
the dimensions in the European classification system. In 2004, the standards 
were extended with four smaller sizes RA–RD covering recreational craft, 
which had originally been developed and proposed via PIANC (the World 
Association for Waterborne Transport Infrastructure). The proposal to add 
the recreational sizes was adopted by the United Nations Economic Commis-
sion for Europe.

49 Gabarit means ‘gauge’ in French

F.55
Drawing of a péniche 

Freycinet traditional

F.54
Interiors’ examples of 
Parisian Péniches
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3.3.1 Pénichette
A Pénichette is a small riverboat, mainly designed for the renting mar-
ket of inland waterways holidays. The design takes inspiration by the 
traditional cargo-carrying barges that have characterised inland nav-
igation until today.

This name is a registered trademark of Locaboat Plaisance, a construc-
tor and tour operator, which builds and rents this type of boat. Being 
a brand, ‘Pénichette’ must be written with its capital letter.
The idea is to offer modern and comfortable boats with a traditional 
taste and easy to operate. These models can sleep from 2 to a maxi-
mum of 12 passengers. The company nowadays boast an offer of four 
different versions of Penichétte -Classique, Aft-deck, Flying Bridge 
and Evolution- and other two kinds of pleasure cruiser, the Europa 
and the Linssen models. 

The interiors of these boats offer different configurations with con-
vertible furniture that can offer extra sleep surface if needed. These 
boats can be used without the need for a licence and their size allow 
navigation on the canals and rivers of France, Ireland, Holland, Po-
land, Italy and Germany.

This is how the company advertise herself on the official website:

F.56
Project of a converted 
péniche
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Locaboat has been active in the boating holiday industry since 
1977. Our company owns a fleet of 380 top quality canal boats. 
The renowned quality of our watercraft - Locaboat is the origi-
nal designer of the Pénichette® model, the expertise and passion 
of our staff for boating holidays will make your cruise a unique 
and memorable experience.

The company also sells Pénichette to private owners and today, this 
kind of pleasure craft is having a considerable success and it is very 
common to see these boats around Europe. 
The company states: “Over the last 40 years, Pénichette® has become 
an iconic boat around European waterways. This type of boat was 
specifically designed for inland navigation and has a really distinctive 
line on the water”. According to the interiors and even the exterior 
graphic, Penichettes can be considered the motorhomes of the canals, 
and the offers promoted by Locaboat are actually a floating version of 
holidays on the road.

F.57
Pénichette Evolution 

from Locaboat: 
exterior view and 

interiors’ layout
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3.4 Canal cruisers

‘Canal cruisers’ is a general term mainly used in the UK to refer to any 
craft that can cruise the canals without being a narrowboat. Most are 
made out of glass-fibre – even if aluminium or timber constructions 
are also possible-, characterized by wheel steering from aft, centre or 
forward cockpits. Cruisers come in a variety of widths and lengths, 
ranging; from a tiny two-seater with an out-board engine to a luxury 
craft with inboard diesel engines. They look ‘modern’ compared to 
classic narrowboats, or traditional kinds of barges. This kind of craft 
was very popular in the ‘60s and ‘70s and they are living a recent re-
vival in these past few years. Often less expensive to buy than the steel 
boats, they utilise the same marine systems as narrowboats and wide-
beams. Their design and construction make them ideal for rivers. Old 
marques, such as Shetlands, Dolphins and Vikings made brand new 
models, while second-band boats are still on the market, due to the 
durability of glass fibre. 
Canal cruiser may be divided into two categories: narrow-beam and 
wide-beam. Of course, this is something related to Britain’s narrow 
canal culture since in the rest of European waterways this specifica-
tion won’t be very relevant. 

3.4.1 Narrow-beam cruisers
They are typically 18 ft long when they have two berths or 25 ft long 
when they have four ones. Nowadays, new versions of larger mod-
els are fully equipped, while the second-hand ‘vintage’ ones may lack 
some comforts. 

Smaller models of two berths are also less well equipped and some of 
them don’t have full headroom. However, one of their main perks is 
that many can be towed on a trailer, giving the possibility to take the 
boat to remote or unconnected waterways quite easily. Despite their 
diminutive size, trailer boats offer all of the conveniences of modern 
boating in a highly portable package. Modern engines and multi-pur-
pose furniture mean that often the only compromise is the lack of a 
permanently made-up bed. Another good advantage is that the boat 
can be kept on a trailer in a backyard when not in use, saving the cost 
of a permanent mooring. 

The majority of glass-fibre canal cruisers are powered by four-
stroke outboard motors - chosen because they are less tempera-
mental and more economical than two-strokes at canal speeds. 
Another notable benefit of this type of engine is its lack of noise. 
In many cruiser applications, it is the quietest form of propul-
sion available - as quiet as some electric installations. For many 

F.58
Side door of the 
Pénichette 935 classic 
from Locaboat

F.60
Flying Bridge 
Pénichette 1020 FB 
self-drive hire-boat 
from Locaboat in Bur-
gundy, France

F.59
Profile view of 1260R 
Aft- Deck Pénichette 
self-drive hire-boat, 
from Locaboat
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years, inland owners had to chose from three Honda and one 
Yamaha four-stroke models. There are now more manufacturer; 
of four-stroke outboards than there are of canal cruisers. Pet-
rol-powered outboards have two disadvantages. First, the fuel is 
far more flammable than diesel oil so it needs special care when 
being moved and stored. Second, although most outboards can 
charge batteries, they fall far short of the output of an alternator 
on an inboard engine. For these reasons, inboard diesel engines 
- though noisier and more expansive to bus - are generally con-
sidered more desirable. The favoured inboard installation of the 
seventies used a steerable outdrive leg. Spares for the two most 
popular outdrives are still available, and this type of drive may 
well return to popularity. One, the Enfield outdrive, is now in 
the hands of a canal-oriented company and the latest generation 
of tins- Japanese diesels is well suited to canal cruisers. Unless 
it is an essential element in a vintage boat, there is nothing to 
commend any inboard petrol engine. (Booth, 2010)

In relatively recent years, manufacturers have produced scaled down 
narrowboat styles cruisers, which offer a unique blend of traditional 
lines with the advantages of relatively easy transport on land.

F.61
Vintage narrow-beam 
canal cruiser
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3.4.2 Wide-beam cruisers
Wide-beam cruisers are basically very similar to their narrow-beam 
ones except for their wider internal space. As always, when talking 
about boats, even a few centimetres on the beam can make a big dif-
ference in terms of layout.

Although many inland waterways are suitable for wide-beam 
craft, few of these are heavily populated with boats. Two ex-
ceptions are the Norfolk Broads and the River Thames. The va-
riety of craft throughout the Broads is relatively limited by low 
bridges but the Thames is inhabited by almost every type of craft 
imaginable. Flybridge cruisers with aggressive lines and pow-
erful twin engines can be seen as far up as Oxford but they are 
not at their most confortable when moving sedately in confined 
waters. One model readily identified as pure river cruiser is Vi-
king’s 26, which is budget-priced by Thames standards and con-
servatively styled by comparison with most off-shore aspirants. 
It is primarily designed for propulsion by outboard motor and is 
also available in 20, 22 and 24-foot lengths. Viking has now been 
joined in this market by the 21ft Shetland Four plus Two. In-
board river cruisers, with shaft driven propellers and responsive 
rudder steering include the Capriole 740 and 900, the Shetland 
27 and the Shadow 26. Dutch motor yachts like the Linssen and 
Stevens are normally built of welded steel although Volt might 

F.62
Shetland Four plus 

Two is still a popular 
trailable family cruiser 

in the second hand 
boat market
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need a magnet to convince yourself that they are not made of 
glass fibre. (Ivi)

Cruisers, in general, tend to follow fairly conservative lines and are 
equally worth on inland and coastal waters. Both kinds of craft are 
quite popular all around Europe. However, these boats are usually 
used as pleasure boats more than permanent houseboats. Cruisers can 
offer overnight accommodation but tend to offer less general habita-
tion space than a houseboat. However, some very successful conver-
sions of wider craft do provide a liveaboard lifestyle. 

Although GRP (glass reinforced plastic) boats are seen frequent-
ly on the inland waterways they are mainly used for summertime 
leisure cruising and are rarely a choice for liveaboard boaters. 
The boats seen on [Britain] canals are not usually large enough 
to accommodate a liveaboard lifestyle, nor are they easy to keep 
warm. That said, a handful of desperately hard-core GRP owners 
do live aboard their craft on canals, but most GRP liveaboards 
live at sea or, more rarely, on rivers. (Barrell, 2013)

F.63
Advertisement of 

Shetland 27
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3.5 Arks

This kind of craft is typical of the Netherlands. The first exemplars 
arrived in Amsterdam canals around the ‘70s. At the beginning they 
were earlier versions of what now would be called a ‘DIY timber rafts’ 
and this kind of hybrid structures are also present in the States, best 
known as shanty boats. After the spread of the DIY-mania, it is rea-
sonable to consider many recent projects made in the rest of Europe 
as descendants of Dutch arks. 
They are floating houses rather than houseboats since the ‘hull’ on 
which they are constructed is often not even motorised and the super-
structure resembles houses on the land. 

Arks are mainly built on square hulls; the earlier were made out steel 
– or wood for the more craft projects, while nowadays they are mostly 
out of concrete. 

F.64
Ark made on a concrete 
hull in Amsterdam
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F.65
“Schark” scheme  

Concrete hulls have the positive side of being almost maintenance 
free, saving the costs of regular inspections. 

The construction on the arks is mostly made out of wood although 
in Amsterdam some arks have a brick house. Steel has been used as a 
possible alternative due to its long last with minimum maintenance; 
however, being more expensive it is not so common.
However, some arks are simply boat hulls used as empty shells. These 
kind of arks are friendly called ‘schark’ as explained on the flyer of the 
houseboat museum of Amsterdam. 

F.66
Modern floating house 

examples made using 
the hull of old Dutch 

barges
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Houseboat designed for 
charter use by German 
Nautilus houseboats 
GmbH

3.6 Pontoon houseboats

These houseboats are quite similar to the arks, especially in terms of 
the ‘house’ part but they are designed as boat craft. The hull is a pon-
toon, usually of standard dimensions, and among its perks stability 
is one of the more interesting to its dwelling purpose. They also sit 
high on the water, therefore the risk of damaging the boat is easy to 
prevent. 
They are mainly made of aluminium. The large area on the deck gives 
the freedom of having a spacious superstructure. 
They are cheaper than many other kinds of houseboats because they 
are usually produced in series construction. Several houseboats rent-
ers offer this kind of houseboats in several sizes and versions.

Recently the German market is offering a large variety of pontoon 
houseboats to be rented or used as a second home, offering the same 
amenities of a motorhome on water. The interiors are either custom 
or IKEA style.

Nautilus houseboats GmbH was founded in 2010 and it is specialized 
on the design and construction of houseboats. At the Berlin trade fair 
Boat & Fun 2012 in Berlin, the company has been awarded the in-
novation prize for timeless design and the environmentally friendly 
supply media. 

These new companies are developing new construction methods and 
materials. 
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The Deutsche Composite GmbH, for instance, patented the compos-
ite construction material called RexWall, a lightweight concept mate-
rial they’ve used in floating structures for more than a decade. Their 
series of houseboats, called Propeta, is built using RexWall sandwich 
panels. Their fleet counts motored houseboats fully licensed for cruis-
ing in every weather condition. 

Apart from Germany-based companies, the market of houseboats 
counts many other “new” countries such as Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia 
and the Czech Republic. 

F.68
Houseboat typical 
interiors designed 

by German Nautilus 
houseboats GmbH

F.69
A Propeta houseboats 

model by Deutsche 
Composite GmbH 
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No 1 Living is a Czech company that builds double decks houseboats 
with glazed interiors, taking  advantage of daylight and outdoor 
views. These houseboats are built with durable, anticorrosion-pro-
tected steel and polyethylene-segmented floats, which guarantee ex-
cellent floatation. The company, founded in 2013, offers two mod-
els of houseboats: the No1 Living 40-foot model and the larger No1 
Living 47-foot one. Both are equipped with a kitchen, full bathroom, 
bedrooms, and generous storage space. 

F.70
Double deck houseboat 
made by Czech compa-
ny No 1 Living



115

3.7 Houseboats masterpieces

In the past few years, many photographic books about houseboats 
have been published. Surprisingly most are German and they have 
not always been translated in other languages. However, the majority 
of literature is in English. All these beautiful volumes are showcases 
of the most famous houseboats masterpieces, mainly one-off exem-
plars signed by famous firms. In fact, many designer and architects are 
working on the theme of floating dwellings, with wonderful projects 
as a result.

3.7.1 Velarca, BBPR
The ‘Velarca’ is a houseboat wanted by an Italian couple at the end of 
the ‘50s to be permanently moored in Ossuccio, on the western shore 
of Lake Como.
In 1958 the couple turned to the famous Milanese studio of the BBPR 
to create an original houseboat to be. The studio was made up the 
architects Lodovico Barbiano di Belgiojoso, Gian Luigi Banfi, Enrico 
Peressutti and Ernesto Nathan Rogers, who was in charge of the pro-
ject. The Architect used the hull of a historic transport boat to create a 
comfortable and modern floating domicile with three cabins, a kitch-
en, a living-dining room, two bathrooms, a study corner and even a 
small wardrobe. 
The name Velarca was chosen as a nautical response to the Velasca 
project of the famous Milanese skyscraper designed by the BBPR in 
1956 and finished two years later. 
The boat is currently being restored.

F.71
Velarca on the Como 

Lake
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3.7.2 La Maison flottante, Bouroullec Brothers
La Maison flottante is an artist’s residence affiliated to the Centre Na-

tional Édition Art Image (CNEAI), moored on the banks of the Isle of 
Impressionists in Chatou (Yvelines, France), from October 2006, 
hosting each year several artists.

The project was created by the designer duo made up the brothers Ro-
nan and Erwan Bouroullec with the naval architects Denis Daversin 
and Jean-Marie Finot. 
The design project was developed on the basis of the designers’ re-
quest to be integrated into a natural environment without disturbing 
its balance while appropriating old traditions. The houseboat is based 
on a barge hull 5.10 m wide, 3.70 m high and 23 m long, with a floor 
area of 110 m2, including 23 m2 of terraces covered with pergolas at 
both ends. 
Half of the interior is equipped with a workshop-reception area and 
the rest with a bedroom, office, kitchen, toilet and sleeping area for 
children. Inside, precious woods were used for the facings: Maçaran-
duba for the floors, red cedar for the side walls and vaults, Ipé for the 
terraces. 
The outer envelope, walls and roof, is lined with wooden slats to 
be covered with climbing plants (passion flower, clematis, Virginia 
vine).

F.73
The Maison flottante in 
its location

F.72
Exteriors and interiors 
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3.7.3 Watervilla Omval, +31Architects
Designed by Dutch firm +31 Architects, the Watervilla Omval is a 
compact 2-bedroom floating house moored at De Omval on the Am-
stel river.
This double-layer houseboat was designed in 2010 and it is still an 
icon of floating houses. 
 

The residents wanted a house with an open floor plan that al-
lowed maximum enjoyment of the view and plenty of outdoor 
space. The prominent round line of the facade is a direct result 
of this wish and the requirement that the building should not 
be higher than three metres from the waterline. (+31Architects)

The living area and the open kitchen are on the waterfront side, fac-
ing the floating terrace and its wide view of the Amstel through large 
floor-to-ceiling windows.
The round line of the facade is accentuated by the use of tight white 
shiny aluminium as a frame. 

The curves of the facade run over into the white plastered walls 
and ceilings so that they run seamlessly inwards. (+31Architects)

The whole surface measures 200 m2 with a part of the home sub-
merged underwater. All the living areas are on the top floor, while 
bedrooms, the study and the bathroom are on the bottom level. The 
+31 Architects studio provided daylight by creating a large void from 
the top floor down to the bottom floor; while a window under the 
fireplace on the top level lets light into the bedroom below.

F.74
The Maison flottante in 
its location

F.75
Sketches of the Maison 

flottante

F.76
Watervilla Omval ‘s

side view at night
A - Technical drawings

B - Exterior

C - Interiors
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3.7.4 Silberfisch, Confused Direction
This project of a residential floating house named the Silberfisch (‘sil-
verfish’, in English) is located in Oldenberg, Germany since 2012. 
The Interior design of this double storey floating domicile was de-
signed by Flo Florian and Sascha Akkermann of the design firm con-
fused-direction; while the project was realized by the workshop Die 
Schreinermeisterei.
The whole hull is 14,22 m long and 4,22 m wide, with a 17 m2 roof 
terrace.
The bedroom area is on the top level, where big squared windows 
offer a panoramic view. The sleeping area has also access to the top 
terrace and the roof garden.

F.78
Silberfisch roof terrace

F.79
Silberfisch interiors

F.77
Silberfisch exteriors
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3.7.5 Exbury Egg, SPUD and PAD Studio
The Exbury Egg was a collaborative project between the artist Ste-
phen Turner, Space Place & Urban Design (SPUD) and architects 
PAD Studio.  
It was designed as a temporary, energy efficient self-sustaining work 
space for artist Stephen Turner, located in the estuary of the River 
Beaulieu, in England. It was inhabited only for twelve months, from 
July 2013 to July 2014. The idea was to provide a place to stay and a 
laboratory for studying in contemplation and communion with na-
ture.

The Egg is ‘tethered’ like a boat to rise and fall with the tide. The 
light touch and basic nature of the project aims to re-appraise 
the way we live; to properly consider sustainably and future use 
of natural resources. 
Stephen Turner is interested in exploring a more empathic rela-
tionship with nature which reveals the precious and transcend-
ent in everyday life. (Spudgroup, 2013)

The aim of the project was to show how the arts can engage with 
environmental issues generating new perspectives, and how collabo-
rative working between several professionals can facilitate this.

F.80
Exbury Egg and Stephen 
Turner

F.81
Technical drawing, top 
view of the Exbury Egg
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3.7.6 The Chichester, Baca Architects
Baca Architects have been engaged by Floating Homes Limited (a 
specialist floating construction company) to develop their range of 
floating homes across the UK.
The architects said to have been inspired by narrowboats and canal 
living while designing this boxy floating home. It is structured around 
principles of space efficiency, with a split-level layout that features a 
terrace carved into the flat roof.
The Chichester has an open plan living, kitchen and dining area with 
a large window in the corner of the lounge room that offers views out 
onto the lily pad-covered water.

The ‘Chichester’ model provides a split-level, open-plan resi-
dence, creating a spacious and luxurious interior. Generous full-
height windows provide views and access to water level, allow-
ing residents to enjoy all the benefits of a waterside lifestyle.
This innovative mode of construction and living has won many 
awards. The floating home is seen as having potential for solving 
the housing crisis and creating beautiful residential communities 
on otherwise inaccessible sites. (Baca Architects)

In 2015, the project won the price for “New Ideas for Housing”. 
This floating house was designed to help solving the issue of the River 
Thames’ flood waters and, at the same time, it aimed to be an answer 
to the housing pressure in London. The idea is to install prefabricated 
floating housing on disused areas, providing thousands of affordable 
homes in the city centre. 

The Chichester is actually a prototype floating home moored on the 
canal in Chichester in June 2016 in order to develop further studies 
on houses on the water.

F.83
The Chichester on 
Chichester Canal in 
southern England

F.84
The Chichester exterior 

view 

F.85
The Chichester’s 

interiors 
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3.7.7 Floating House, Carl Turner Architects
London architect Carl Turner has developed a design for a prefabri-
cated floating living-unit leaving the plans available to download via 
the open-source architecture platform, Paper Houses.
Described as “Part-house and part-boat”, it was thought as a solution 
to the global problem of flooding and thus it was designed to deal with 
any flood-prone site.
The design comprises a simple lightweight structure, which could 
be constructed on traditional pile foundations but could also be built 
over a concrete hull that would allow it to float.

According to Turner’s philosophy, anyone can access to the project, 
being able to build his own DIY floating house.

Flooding is and will continue to be a major national and global 
problem. Protecting the areas at risk with top-down landscaping 
measures such as defence walls is often too expensive. There-
fore, an alternative solution is necessary. We believe the prob-

F.86
Floating House prototype 

F.87
Concept of the DIY 

building scheme
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 DIY building possibilities
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lem of flooding should be solved at its roots (i.e. climate change) 
by making a blueprint for housing that is carbon neutral and 
self-sufficient.
Our design for lightweight houses can be supported on a variety 
of structures including a base within a floodplain, on piles or 
even on a floating pontoon.
DIY is becoming increasingly popular. Techniques such as 3d 
printing and CNC milling make it easier for everyone to build 
and the Internet makes it easy to exchange information and 
knowledge. This gives architecture the potential to become 
more available to all – providing open-source architecture that 
everyone can reproduce with blueprints available for download.
Our project takes this into the account therefore the “hull” of the 
house can be made by a subcontractor and the shuttering can be 
made with the use of CNC milling. The solid timber structure 
(CLT) can be ordered from a CLT manufacturer, who can then 
build it on site in just one to two weeks. Windows can be sup-
plied and fitted by the manufacturer and people can choose to 
what extent they wish to Do It Themselves and customise the 
design of their new home. (Carl Turner Architects)

F.89
Floating House 
prototype, anphibious 
mode
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F.90
La Serre Numerique, 
the building hosting 

RUBIKA, and the Escaut 
River

3.8 Houseboats of tomorrow

During the past three years, I have been personally involved in three 
editions of an intensive design week about Yacht Design lead in RU-
BIKA ISD - Institut Supérieur de Design in Valenciennes, France.
The third-year ISD students, specialised in Transport and Product 
Design, were asked to design the houseboat of tomorrow. Their 
playground was the European Inland waterways network and they 
could decide if designing houseboats for permanent living, as a second 
home for holidays or for a renting service. 
All of these projects reflect housboats market trends according to dif-
ferent point of views. First of all the choice of a specific contest, a 
city, a region or a country was giving real boundaries to the students’ 
imagination. The second choice the students had to make was about 
their target, imagining the possible owners or clients and their needs 
on board. They had to make a portrait of their possible users in order 
to satisfy their possible wants and needs adding a specific feature to 
their products. All these projects have been made in less than a week; 
starting to work on Tuesday and presenting on Friday. 
RUBIKA is located next to the VNF Territorial Unit of Escaut - 
Saint-Quentin Itinerary, facing a lock on the Escaut River, where car-
go boats and houseboats cruise every day. 

Straight after this lock a port de plaisance, called Valescaut, hosts house-
boats sometimes inhabited all year long. All the students are used to 
walk in front of the port to go to school and to see boats through 
the classrooms’ windows. Most of the students have experienced hol-
idays on board houseboats in France or abroad. Some of their families 
owned their own boats and usually, gran-parents are the one enjoy-
ing it the most bringing their grandchildren on holidays with them. 
For those who haven’t had a personal experience on board the annual 
port festival provides a showcase of houseboats on the port quay for 
a whole weekend, offering free tours on the Escaut on a péniche con-
verted into a floating restaurant. Rubika boasts a relevant number of 
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Tribot
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Houseboat by Volvo. De-
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JB. Henry, L. Hernu, G. 
Lerouge
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SMARTBOAT, designed 
by F. Ducarne, Q. Duflos, 
A. Gartner, C. Lacour

F.95
Designed by C. Delat-
tre, H. Twardowski, T. 
Delcourt, R. Jaffré

international students however, the most are French and so habit to 
see péniches or other kinds of houseboats, even going on board those 
who are now hosting libraries or bars. 

The most interesting projects are here presented through sketches 
and renderings. One regards a mobile floating home designed for 
Smart guessing the future of houseboat sharing around European cit-
ies, where contemporary urban nomads can rent one of these floating 
units having a “vehicle” and a “hotel room” at the same time. Another 
interesting concept is the evolution of a pénichette designed to mix 
cruising and extream sports for a young audience. Other concepts 
were pop-up solutions to enlarge the internal space when needed, be-
ing shorter (in order to cost less in terms of mooring permit) when 
docked in a port. Floating homes and weekend cruisers have been 
proposed too, with a catching and fresher look.
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waterways

4 _ Houseboating on European

In Europe 50% of the population lives close to the coast and in the 
river valleys of the fifteen largest rivers. Some of the world’s greatest 
cities are fronted by water. Nowadays, waterfronts boast regeneration 
and trendsetting housing projects as well as a wealth of artistic and 
cultural attractions.
Rivers have been arteries of development for thousands of years and 
mankind will continue to interact with river systems, but nowadays 
in a different way because preserving the ecological value of the water 
environment and its rich biodiversity have become a full part of sus-
tainable development.
Today, people can avoid traffic jams using waterbuses and water-tax-
is or even private boats used instead of cars. As for the transport of 
goods, the European community is encouraging increased use of low 
emission ships to supply cities by waterways.

Europe is currently the continent with one of the largest inland wa-
terways networks in the world. This network is formed by the rivers 
of France, Germany, Austria and Italy: Rhine, Ruhr, Elbe, Meuse, 
Seine, Rhone, Danube and Po. Significant water freight traffic also 
exists in northern European countries, such as Sweden and Finland, 
which can use ports built on the banks of large lakes. Overall, Eu-
rope’s rivers and canals have a total length of 45000km.

The interest in both houseboating and holidays on board river boats 
has been growing steadily over the last 15 years. The first trend is wit-
nessed by a strong demand for residential moorings and not only in 
places that have always been known for their “floating districts”, such 
as the Netherlands, but also along the banks of the most important 
and famous European rivers such as, for example, the Danube, the 
Thames and the Seine. As regards the second trend, a renewed inter-
est has been shown about river cruises, floating hotels and houseboats 
for rent. There are four river cruise companies in Europe. Every city 
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on a river or on a lake offers a variety of floating hospitality solutions, 
floating restaurants and many other services connected to their wa-
terfront. The European market about houseboats and canal-boat for 
holidays has been constantly growing, as demonstrated by the offer 
presented to the main European boat expositions year after year. The 
range of business related to recreation and tourism is supported by 
many European associations such as Waterways for Growth and In-
land Waterways, encouraging:

- networking and contacts between businesses;
- new business models, including social enterprises and the de-
velopment of the volunteer economy;
- the joint development of approaches for new business & prod-
uct development, incorporating new technology solutions;
- the clustering of land and water-based activities, including the 
development of “focal” or “service” points, bringing together, for 
example, tourism and recreational activities with boating and en-
vironmental services. 

The European Community has updated its inland waterway laws 
ten years ago. In fact, the Official Journal of the European Union of 
31st January 2009 published the Commission Directive 2008/126/
EC of the 19th December 2008 which amends the Directive 2006/87/
EC of the European Parliament and of the Council, laying down 
technical requirements for inland waterway vessels. The “Classi-
fication of European Inland Waterways” collects a set of standards 
for the interoperability of the major waterways that are part of the 
trans-European network of waterways between continental Europe 
and Russia. The ‘European Inland Waterways’ was created in 1992 
by the European Conference of Ministers of Transport, CEMT (in 
French: Conférence Européenne des ministres des transports), from 
which the range of sizes is named “CEMT classes, I - VII”. The size 
of each navigable waterway is limited by the size of the present in-
frastructures, including locks and hydraulic systems arranged on the 
way. The classification dimensions of larger rivers are based on the 
transport of containers in convoys of barges pushed by a tugboat. In 
2004, the standards were extended to four smaller sizes, RA - RD, for 
recreational craft, which had originally been developed and proposed 
through the AIPCN (World Association for Waterborne Transport 
Infrastructure, PIANC). The proposal to add the size of recreation-
al craft was adopted by the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Europe in response to the growing development of river tourism 
which, for countries like France, represents an interesting market 
segment linked to slow-tourism.
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4.1 Houseboating in European metropolises

In the early 2000s, many articles were written about houseboating in 
European cities, highlighting the positive sides of leaving land hous-
es in favour of floating ones. This rising trend is very appealing for 
many Gen Xers and Millennials as a reaction to the real estate crisis, 
especially in the most expensive European capitals. The more recent 
movements of “tiny houses” and “degrowth” surely played an impor-
tant role too, bringing in alternative dwelling solutions that are now 
largely social accepted. After extravagant artists, bohemian architects, 
retired couples and students trying to save money, many more people 
– mainly around their 30s – started to buy and restore boats instead 
of renting more expensive tiny studios. Living afloat seemed a naïf 
but reasonable way of investing in “floating estates” and, for many, 
the only way to “own” their house, reaching a sense of achievement 
and freedom. 
A few years later, this phenomenon has become so popular that find-
ing a berth in those “houseboat friendly” cities is almost impossible, 
and living afloat is almost a luxury. Canals and rivers are congested 
and the waiting list for a place in a marina seems endless. Meanwhile, 
prefabricated houseboats are spreading in the market, gaining big 
popularity on Airbnb, giving birth to new scenarios that now involve 
new actors not necessarily related to the world of boating, if not for 
a weekend. 
Modern houseboating had its main kick-start after World War II 
when working-class families who could not find accommodation on 
land decided to settle on board abandoned boats. It had been very 
popular during the 1960s and ‘70s with the city’s counterculture and 
hippie movements, and since those times many of them started to be 
equipped with proper sanitation and luxury fixtures. However, it was 
only at the end of the past century that a significant number of Euro-
pean citizens started taking up residence on canals. This phenomenon 
has continued to grow in popularity in recent years and journalists 
started to talk about a “mini-boom”, mainly caused by the increasing 
housing costs and the technological advances that make life on board 
easier and more comfortable than ever before.
Apart from the more traditional models, many architects have start-
ed to design floating homes of any kind and some of these projects 
are now standing as modern examples of this lifestyle, attracting even 
those who have never been interested in boating.
The waterfront of those cities that are mainly concerned by this phe-
nomenon is facing a constant change since the riverbanks become the 
connection between the existing urban areas and the new floating 
ones. 

London, Paris and Berlin are case studies about metropolis where 
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F.97
Interactive map availabe 
on www.canalrivertrust.

org.uk

contemporary houseboating is taking place challenging the actual 
urban schemes. On the contrary, as explained in the previous chap-
ters, Amsterdam has limited the number of houseboats on its canals, 
making possible to regulate this phenomenon and deal with it as we 
regular proprieties on land. All the houseboats have a sort of licence, 
called ‘ligplaats’, end they must be moored at a specific address. Today, 
the only way to own a houseboat on Amsterdam canals is to buy an 
existing one, with its licence and mooring space.

4.1.1 Case history: London
The UK has old traditions about inland waterways; in fact, during the 
Industrial Revolution, many canals were built to allow commercial 
carrying narrowboats to navigate around the country. These systems 
of waterways counted rivers and artificial canals since the eighteenth 
century and it is with the arrival of the railways that many of the arti-
ficial navigations closed. However, even if this was a common destiny 
for many other countries, the UK has been one of the first to reinvest 
in the inland waterways for recreational use. Most of the navigable 
canal system survived thanks to the work of associations50 of volun-
teers that in the last fifty years have rediscovered inland navigation, 
mainly devoted to tourism and leisure activities. 
The city of London has more than 100 miles (about 161 km) of water-
ways, not counting the Thames River (about other 42 miles, around 
67 km). Communities of houseboaters in London have always existed 
but nowadays we are witnessing an unprecedented growth of canal 
goers. In fact, British canals are living a second golden age and are 
more popular than ever.  
London has the highest average property prices in the UK and with 
soaring rents, life on the water seems like a good compromise to 
many Londoners – if not the only possible alternative – to keep living 
in the city. 

In 2016 the Canal & River Trust carried out a survey51 to better un-
derstand who is living on / using boats in the London waterway. The 

50 In the UK there are several charities operating in different ways to preserve 
canals for pleasure boating, recreation, and industrial archaeology. First of all, 
there was the British Waterways (BW), a statutory corporation owned by the 
government. It served as the navigation authority for the majority of canals and 
a number of rivers and docks. In 2012 all of the British Waterways’ assets and 
responsibilities in England and Wales were transferred to the newly founded 
charity the Canal & River Trust (CRT). The CRT cares for and brings to life 
2,000 miles of canals and rivers across England & Wales. In Scotland, British 
Waterways continues to operate as a standalone public corporation under the 
trading name Scottish Canals. Other charities are, for instance: the Inland Wa-
terways Association (IWA) and Waterway Recovery Group (WRG). 

51 https://canalrivertrust.org.uk/media/original/30901-whos-on-lon-
dons-boats-survey-summary-report.pdf
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Question 9 of the CRT’s 
survey

survey was sent to 3675 boaters, with a total of 1323 responses that 
helped to make a picture of these floating residents. One of the most 
interesting data is that 58% of respondents say they use their boats as 
their primary home while the remaining 42% is made up an 18% who 
declared to cruise the waterways on leisure time, a 6% who use house-
boats as second home as an alternative to their main residence and 
the remaining 18% is almost equally divided between “holiday home”, 
“temporary home” and “temporary home used when at work”.
A multiple-choice question concerned the reasons that led to choos-
ing to live afloat and the results are particularly significant. Only 50% 
of these dwellers said that “affordability / financial reasons” is the 
main motivation for living on a boat while the 53% answered “the 
waterway community” and 54% “Sustainable low-impact living”. Al-
most 82% declared to be attracted to the waterway environment and, 
since the 87% declared to live in London waterway area, this means 
that floating suburbs are a sort of “protected island” in the middle of 
the metropolis, providing a better quality of life.

Over 70% of respondents to the survey said that they owned their 
boats outright, while a further 11% said they owned their boat with a 
loan or mortgage. Another significant result regards the age of these 
boaters, with 34% being under the age of 35 and only 5% over the age 
of 65. Children, under the age of 16, living permanently on board 
were 63. As regards the number of people living on board, there were 
a 43% declaring to live alone, 42% were part of a cohabiting couple, 
12% were part of a wider family group and only the 2% were shar-
ing their houseboats with flatmates. According to the survey, 60% of 
houseboat dwellers were male, 35% female and the remaining 5% an-
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swered “transgender” (0.39%), “Prefer not to say” (3.42%) and “Some-
thing else” (1.17%).
 

It’s not surprising to see that 66% of the houseboaters declared to live 
onboard a narrowboat, while only 13% had chosen a wide-beam canal 
boat, 7% answered a river cruise and only 3.45% declared to live on a 
Dutch barge.

In an article of January 2018 titled “London housing crisis extends to 
the water”, a CNN journalist states: 

The Canal & River Trust (CRT), which manages the canals of 
England and Wales, reports that boat numbers in London have 
increased by 57% since 2012. «We’re seeing a huge rise in the 
popularity of boats, and London is the hotspot», says Joe Cog-
gins, a spokesman for the Trust. «The issue we have is that some 
people don’t move enough and stay in the same areas, which 
causes congestion. » The Trust offers two types of licenses for 

A C 

B 
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F.101
Numbers of boats in 
London between 2012 
and 2017. Study made by 
CRT published by CNN.
(Agbonlahor, 2017)

boaters: permanent moorings […], and ‘continuous cruiser’ li-
censes, which are around £1,000 a year, but require the boater to 
find a new location every 14 days -- the latter have increased in 
number by 153% to 1,615 boats since 2012. This rapid influx of 
new boaters has put the waterways under pressure, in the most 
central and popular areas such as Little Venice or the glamorous 
West. In March 2015, there were 3,255 narrow boats on Lon-
don waterways, about two-thirds of them permanently docked 
in small marinas around the city. The other 1,225 —[…]— travel 
up and down the canals and dock where they please for up to two 
weeks at a time mostly along the stretch of canals north of and 
roughly parallel to the Thames.52

Another article published in December 2017 was reporting that, ac-
cording to the CRT data, «the number of boats in London rose from 
2,326 in 2012 to 4,001 in 2017 – representing a 72% increase […]. Of 
those, the number of boaters without home mooring more than dou-
bled from 638 in 2012 to 1,880 in 2017» (Agbonlahor, 2017). 

To solve the problem, the CRT is working on new mooring rules and 
it is proposing higher fees. 
In the past months, the Trust has proposed to restrict some of Lon-
don’s mooring spaces and start charging for others. Boaters are fight-

52 K. Monks, “London housing crisis extends to the water”, CNN, 03/01/2018



147

ing against the authority managing Britain’s waterways since moor-
ing fee increased of up to 89% between 2017 and 2018 and they feel 
being “priced off” their proprieties. Most of the people accuse the 
Trust to prefer leisure cruisers rather than permanent houseboaters, 
making impossible for them to stand the new fees, as a result of gen-
trification. The Trust defended its work arguing that «we have made 
proposals to increase our mooring prices in central London so that 
they reflect the market rate. […] More and more people are choosing 
to live on water, and we are trying to find the right balance between 
residential, leisure and casual moorings so that everyone can enjoy 
the waterways. […] As a charity, we also have to raise the money that 
is required to maintain the canals. We need to ensure that we charge 
a fair market rate for the services we offer, including moorings, so we 
can invest in looking after the network» (Manzoni, 2018). 
In June 2018, after months of consultations with boaters and oth-
er stakeholders, the CRT released a mooring strategy for London to 
deal with the increasing number of boats on canals and rivers. The 
London Mooring Strategy press release document states: «While a 
number of trials have been carried out and there have been some pos-
itive changes, for example the creation of new long-term moorings 
and bookable moorings, it is clear that a plan of action that covers all 
aspects of London moorings, developed with waterway users, is nec-
essary to make a significant difference. London Mooring Strategy53 
will allow us to take a look at how to manage these issues, as well as 
make the most of opportunities that will help the charity maintain the 
waterways for the benefit of boaters and other users». 
This new strategy is divided into nine topics, operating in different 
directions:  

1. Support and prioritise development of new long-term moor-
ings in less busy areas, primarily outer London
2. Encourage development of long-term moorings from a diverse 
range of providers
3. Improve provision, maintenance and management of short-
stay moorings
4. Develop custom short-stay moorings to meet demand
5. Winter Moorings that recognise and balance the needs of all 
boaters
6. Better provision and management of boating facilities
7. Improve communication between boaters and the Trust
8. Increase business boating activity in key London waterway 
destinations
9. Support activities that ensure accessible and affordable access 
to the water for all.

53 London mooring strategy full report, Canal and River Trust, June 2018 
Available at: https://canalrivertrust.org.uk/londonmooringstrategy.
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F.102
Narrowboats on Regent’s 
Canal moored along the 
walkways. On the right 
top corner: houseboats in 
a private marina on river 
Thames.

Matthew Symonds, CRT boating strategy and engagement manag-
er, concludes: «London’s waterways are some of the busiest in the 
country and we need to manage the finite space effectively. We need 
to face the challenges head on, as well as taking advantage of the op-
portunity to develop a really world-class water space that people will 
be able to visit and enjoy. We have gathered information from var-
ious groups, including its Navigation Advisory Group, the London 
Waterway Partnership, national boating organisations and other key 
stakeholders. We believe waterways have the power to make a real 
difference to people’s lives and that spending time by water can make 
us all healthier and happier. By bringing communities together to 
transform their local waterway, we are creating places and spaces that 
can be used and enjoyed by everyone, every day».

4.1.2 Case history: Paris 
The River Seine was once an important commercial waterway, plied 
by cargo-carrying barges, the péniches. As it happened for narrow-
boats in the UK, when the inland waterways gave way to the railroads 
and then to the highways, barges declined in importance. Today, 
most of them have been converted into floating restaurants or river 
cruisers, while some river crafts have been transformed into floating 
homes, B&B or fancy hotels. 

Parisians know the houseboating phenomenon since more than a 
hundred years when artists and writers were the main inhabitants of 
boats moored along the riverbanks of the city. By the years these first 
original dwellers inspired the population of Paris, assuring floating 
dwellers to every generation. 
Nowadays the inhabitants of rivers and canals come from all walks 
of life. Between them reigns a cohesive atmosphere, where the expe-
rience of the elders is often useful to the novices of the community, 
increasing the dominant spirit of sharing. 

L’engouement pour les bateaux-logements ne date pas d’aujourd’hui. 

Si beaucoup de mariniers, une fois à la retraite, font le choix de pour-

suivre leur vie à bord, ce mode de vie ne concerne pas qu’eux. Dans les 

années soixante dix, de nombreux bateaux de gabarit Freycinet, jugés 

non rentables pour la navigation, sont mis hors service et vendus à petit 

prix. Seulement, l’Etat n’avait pas prévu que la majorité de ces embar-

cations se convertirait en habitations flottantes.

Conséquence : elles n’ont pas de statut juridique propre et le flou admi-

nistrative qui en résulte n’épargne personne.
54

 

54 A.A.V.V., (n.d.). Les Bateaux-Logements en Ile-de-France. Editions Seine en 

Partage, Paris.

Translation: “The enthusiasm for houseboats is not new. While many barge-
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Today in France there are thousands of barges, mainly péniche, and 
they are generally luxuriously equipped. The internal space and the 
huge terraces of any kind of péniche are the reason for houseboating 
success between the higher classes of society since its very beginning. 
On the contrary, British narrowboats have always been characterized 
by their tiny interiors. Although both kinds of boat were designed 
as working boats only later converted into domiciles, according to 
their dimensions, the British ones remained mainly linked to the 
working class while the French barges – with their bigger sizes and 
higher maintenance costs – attracted a different kind of customers, 
not necessarily followers of the tiny house or the minimalistic life 
movements. 

Voies navigables de France (VNF) and the Port autonome de Paris (PAP) 
are two public institutions, placed under the supervision of the Min-
istry of Equipment and Transport. The two establishments operate 
and manage the parts of the river public domain (‘DPF’, in French) 
entrusted to them for the fulfilment of their respective missions. 
VNF was created in 1991 and it is responsible for operating, modern-
ising and developing the biggest European waterway network con-
sisting of 6,700 kilometres of canals and developed rivers, more than 
2,000 engineering structures and 8,000 hectares of public land around 
the waterways. In Ile-de-France, this network -which is included in 
the list of navigable waterways- includes the Seine, the Marne and 
the Oise, the navigable canal du Loing. He is the main management 
institution responsible for supervision and control of houseboating, 
the driving force behind any private or public initiative. It intervenes 
occasionally in servicing operations or for the development of house-
boats mooring areas.
The Port Autonome de Paris, created in 1968, has as its mission the 
development of port activity in Ile-de-France. The Port Autonome de 

Paris is the leading port in France and the second in Europe. He leads 
a network of seventy public ports located along 500 km of rivers.
In Paris, the majority of the river public domain areas are managed by 
the Port autonome de Paris, others by the city of Paris; the rest being 
entrusted to VNF. However, in the Ile-de-France55 region, VNF is the 
largest manager of the river public domain.

men, once retired, choose to continue their lives on board, this way of life is 
not just for them. In the 1970s, many Freycinet boats, considered unprofit-
able for navigation, were decommissioned and sold at low prices. However, 
the State had not anticipated that the majority of these boats would convert 
to floating homes.
As a result, they have no legal status of their own and the resulting adminis-
trative uncertainty spares no one.”

55 Île-de-France is one of the 18 regions of France and it is known colloqui-
ally as the Parisian region since it includes the city of Paris.
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F.103
Map of the river public 
domain areas managed 

by VNF, PAP and Mairie 

de Paris (Paris Town hall)

«En définitive, en Ile-de-France, environ 95% des berges sont confiées 

à VNF et environ 5% seulement au PAP. En s’adressant à VNF, le pro-

priétaire d’un bateau-logement a donc moins de chance de se tromper… 

Sauf s’il est à Paris !

“ Cette répartition des zones de bateaux-logements entre deux établisse-

ments, VNF et PAP pose tout de même moins de difficultés aux parti-

culiers qu’aux communes, qui ont, sur leur territoire, des zones relevant 

de deux établissement gestionnaires” estime Marie-Anne Bacot, direc-

trice interrégionale de VNF et directrice générale du PAP.

Toutefois, “ dans un souci de simplification, nous réfléchissons à trans-

férer tous les secteurs des bateaux-logements à VNF ”, annonce-t-elle».
56

  

(Ivi)

According to the latest estimates made by VNF and the Port Autonome 

de Paris, there are more than 1,150 houseboats only in Île-de-France. 
According to some associations of houseboat inhabitants, the number 
is more likely to be around 1,500. The majority of them are stationed 
in Paris and in the departments bordering the capital, Hauts-de-Seine 
and Val-de-Marne. 

56 Translation: “In the end, in Ile-de-France, about 95% of the banks are en-
trusted to VNF and only about 5% to the PAP. By contacting VNF, the owner 
of a boat-housing is therefore less likely to make a mistake... Unless he is in 
Paris! “This distribution of housing boat areas between two establishments, 
VNF and PAP, still poses fewer difficulties for individuals than for munic-
ipalities, which have, on their territory, areas under the jurisdiction of two 
management establishments,” says Marie-Anne Bacot, interregional director 
of VNF and general director of the PAP. However, “in the interest of simpli-
fication, we are considering transferring all the housing boat sectors to VNF,” 
she says.”
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Qui plus est, en Ile-de-France où sont localisés [bateaux-logements] 90% 

d’entre eux. En effet, à ce jour, plus d’un millier d’anciens mariniers et 

de citadins se sont déjà mués en habitants de la Seine et de ses affluents. 

Certains ont même le privilège de flotter sur les eaux de la capitale. 

[…] En effet, en Ile-de-France, la question des bateaux-logements touche 

environ 160 communes, sept départements, Paris (à la fois ville et dé-

partement- loi du 31 décembre 1982), les deux établissements publics de 

l’Etat gestionnaires du domaine public fluvial (DPF) : Voies navigables 

de France (VNF) et le Port autonome de Paris (PAP), les Services de 

navigation de la Seine, la brigade fluviale de la préfecture de police, 

l’administration fiscale, les prestataires des services d’eau, d’électricité, 

de téléphone… et plus d’un millier d’habitants de bateaux-logements, 

souvent réunis au sein d’associations.
57

 (Ivi)

The French Navigation Code states that vessels docked for a long pe-
riod of time (more than 21 days) on public inland waterways must 
have an authorization called ‘Contrat d’occupation temporaire’ or COT 
(meaning a ‘temporary occupancy contract’) issued by the competent 
authority, such as VNF, the city town hall, Port of Paris, depending 
on the mooring area. This document is obtained by signing an agree-
ment that provides for a financial contribution. As soon as the request 
of this authorization is obtained a houseboat can stay, however, it is 
possible to receive a formal notice one morning or never. This for-
mal notice may require to pay something or to move somewhere else. 
There are places in France where boats have been moored freely for 
20 years and others where a ticket was received within 24 hours. 

Juridiquement, les bateaux-logements sont-ils des biens meubles ou im-

meubles ? Ils n’ont pas de statut spécifique. Les termes unis par le tiret 

réunissent deux destinations, a priori contradictoires. Se mouvoir en 

naviguant et “ habiter ” en se fixant ? Laquelle de ces deux notions 

prédominent ? Car, en droit français, de la mobilité du bien dépend 

sa nature juridique. Selon l’article 528 du code civil “ sont meubles par 

nature, les corps qui peuvent se transporter d’un lieu à un autre, soit 

qu’ils se peuvent par eux-mêmes, comme les animaux, soit qu’ils ne 

puissant changer de place que par l’effet d’une force étrangère, comme 

57 Translation: “Moreover, in Ile-de-France, where 90% of them [house-
boats] are located. Indeed, today, more than a thousand former bargemen and 
city dwellers have already become inhabitants of the Seine and its tributaries. 
Some even have the privilege of floating on the waters of the capital. Indeed, 
in Ile-de-France, the issue of houseboating affects about 160 municipalities, 
seven departments, Paris (both city and department - law of 31 December 
1982), the two public establishments of the State managing the public river 
domain (DPF): Voies navigables de France (VNF) and the Port autonome de 
Paris (PAP), the Seine Navigation Services, the River Brigade of the Police 
Prefecture, the Tax Administration, the providers of water, electricity, tele-
phone services... and more than a thousand inhabitants of houseboats, often 
united in associations.”
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les choses inanimées ”.

Faut-il opérer une distinction entre bateaux navigants et bateaux sta-

tionnaires ? Ou retenir le critère de la capacité à se mouvoir de manière 

autonome ? (Autrement dit, la combinaison du fait que le bateau soit 

équipé d’un moteur en état de marche et du fait que le propriétaire 

soit autorisé à le faire naviguer). “ Meuble dans tous les cas ! ”, affirme 

sans hésiter un notaire. Et pourtant, force est de constater que certaines 

administrations appliquent aux bateaux-logements des règles relatives 

aux biens immeubles. La taxe foncière, appliquée aux propriétés bâties 

est effectivement due par certains propriétaires de bateaux-logements. 

Idem, lors d’une vente de bateau-logement, le régime des plus-values 

immobilières peut-être appliqué à certaines conditions. Les tribunaux 

eux-mêmes considèrent ces biens comme étant des immeubles lors de 

successions conflictuelles… Ces différents cas de figures révèlent la 

confusion qui flotte autour du statut juridique des bateaux-logements.
58

 

(Ivi)

The national association of inland water boaters, Association Nation-

ale des Plaisanciers en Eaux Intérieures (ANPEI), founded in Brittany in 
1985, has more than 1,200 members all around France and it repre-
sents private pleasure boaters to authorities, such as VNF.
The ANPEI is also campaigning for the development of river tourism 
and the development of facilities to increase the use of waterways. 
Other two important local associations are the ADHF-F (Assoc. de 

défense de l’habitat fluvial, meaning ‘Association for the Protection of 
River Habitat’) and the F.A.U.V.E. (Fédération usagers de la voie d’eau, 
meaning ‘Federation of Waterway Users’) both working to ensure the 
protection of river habitat and its users.

58 Translation: “Legally, are houseboats movable or immovable property? 
They do not have a specific status. The terms united by the dash put togeter 
two destinations, which are a priori contradictory. Moving while sailing and 
“living” while settling down? Which of these two concepts predominates? 
Because, under French law, the legal nature of the property depends on its 
mobility. According to article 528 of the Civil Code “are movable by nature, 
bodies that can be transported from one place to another, either because they 
can move by themselves, like animals, or because they can only change places 
by the effect of a foreign force, like inanimate things”.
Should a distinction be made between seagoing and stationary vessels? Or 
retain the criterion of the ability to move independently (in other words, the 
combination of the fact that the boat is equipped with a working engine and 
the fact that the owner is authorised to allow it to sail). “Furniture in any 
case!”, says a notary without hesitation. However, it must be noted that some 
administrations apply rules relating to immovable property to houseboats. 
The property tax, applied to built properties, is effectively due by some boat 
owners. Likewise, when selling a houseboat, the real estate capital gains re-
gime may be applied under certain conditions. The courts themselves consid-
er this property to be real property in the event of conflicting successions... 
These different cases reveal the confusion surrounding the legal status of 
houseboats.”
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F.104
Maps of houseboats’ 

ports in Paris

Over the past ten years, the green water of the river has become 
clearer and the banks cleaner thanks to public policies for waterfront 
development and re-naturalization of the waterways. Coffee shops, 
restaurants and sports centres are approaching the now rediscovered 
riverbanks and the inhabitants of the river, while appreciating these 
new features, fear to be deprived of their environment. Since the 
mooring places are rented and cannot be bought, boaters are starting 
to add value to the décor, becoming part of the attractions offered by 
the waterfront and so indispensable in the cityscape. 
Owning a boat in the age of sharing economy can represent a good 
investment by simply renting a guest-room or the whole boat epi-
sodically or regularly on Airbnb or Click&Boat59. Some boat dwellers 
are starting to develop different operations to justify their presence 
surfing on the wave of unusual places to be rented for private parties 
or special events. 
Houseboats are anchored in little ports all over Paris, but there is a 
long waiting list for an available spot allocated by the VNF or one of 
the other bodies60 operating in the capital.

However, as it happened in London, the great success of houseboat-
ing, has soared in less than a decade and now the waiting lists to have 
a mooring spot in Paris can last for years.

[...] Parmi les 870 embarcations sous la tutelle de VNF, environ 500 ne 

sont pas en règle.

Au 15 novembre 2005, la liste d’attente pour l’obtention de l’autorisa-

tion à stationner sur le domaine public, recensait 32 postulants dont les 

dossiers étaient complets et 86 postulants dont les dossiers étaient in-

complets, soit plus d’une centaine d’inscrits. Sachant qu’entre septembre 

2004 et septembre 2005, neuf emplacements seulement ont été attribués 

le temps d’attente peut varier, selon le lieu demandé, le type de bateau… 

entre deux et cinq ans !
61

 (Ivi)

Due to the increasing number of boaters, the authorities of Paris are 
delimitating the areas dedicated to the houseboats. There are more 
than thirty houseboats’ docking areas in Paris and they take their 
names from a nearby street or the closest monument. Most of them 

59 Click&Boat is a new-born French start-up dedicated to boats for rent.

60 VNF, PAP and Mairie de Paris (Paris Town hall).

61 Translation: “Of the 870 boats under the supervision of VNF, about 500 
are not in good standing.
As of November 15, 2005, the waiting list for authorization to mooring on 
the public domain, identified 32 applicants with complete files and 86 appli-
cants with incomplete files, representing more than 100 registrants. Know-
ing that between September 2004 and September 2005, only nine sites were 
allocated, the waiting time can vary, depending on the location requested, the 
type of boat... between two and five years!”
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are on the Seine and can be a few hundred meters to few kilometres 
long. Apart from the famous Port des Champs-Élysées, that goes from 
the bridge Pont de la Concorde to the Pont des Invalides offering a nice 
view of the Tour Eiffel, other residential ports have been designed 
for long-term as well as short-stay moorings along Parisian canals, 
protected by locks. Located at the foot of the Place de la Bastille, Port 

de l’Arsenal welcomes more than 170 boats all year round62 since the 
‘80s, when it was converted in a marina after its past as a commercial 
port. The location is very close to the city centre and it offers boaters 
a beautiful view of the genius of the Bastille. The port connects the 
Saint-Martin canal to the Seine and it is protected from any risk by 
a lock.
Much smaller than the Arsenal port, the Port de la Villette (Halte Nau-

tique de La Villette) is located in the north of Paris, in the heart of the 
Bassin de la Villette, a few hundred meters from the Cité des sciences et 

de l’industrie on one side, and the cinemas of the Jaurès district on the 
other. It extends over 130 metres and can only accommodate a total 
of 24 boats.
It was only in 2008 that this port was designed for pleasure boats, 
transforming the whole area into a real place of change. The district 
now offers an interesting range of activities: from a relaxing walk by 
the water with a view of the marina to a romantic evening on the 
terrace of one of the nice floating bars, restaurants, theatres, and even 
a library, moored on the towpath. In summer, it is possible to rent a 
motorboat (without needing a license) to explore the canals and the 
Seine, seeing Paris from a different point of view. This may be why 
this area is recently awakening local curiosity and it is becoming a 
tourist destination, despite its distance from the more famous city 
centre.

4.1.3 Case history: Berlin
Berlin is the most fascinating and contradictory case study. Berliners 
have always been known for living in uncommon ways: while rents 
are constantly rising, more and more people have avoided conven-
tional houses, but even the unusual life models adopted so far, such as 
squats, living in Bauwagen (van or construction wagons), houseboats, 
tiny houses and even Tipi (teepee) tents are now under pressure.
Berlin has rivers, canals and lakes that together make up around 6.5% 
of the city’s surface that is equivalent to about 60 km2 – not even 
Amsterdam is so rich in water (52 km2). Despite this huge surface 
available, there are only a few communities of boaters and none of 
the city authorities that manage permits for boat moorings can es-

62 It is curious to note that in this port to live on board permanently is tech-
nically forbidden, but an unspoken deal with the port authorities guarantees 
to the residents that this rule is not enforced.

F.105
(clockwise) House-
boats in Paris, Port de 

la Villette, Port des 

Champs-Élysées, Port de 
la Concorde, Péniche in a 
lock on St Martin Canal, 
péniche aménagé on the 
Seine, Port de l’Arsenal.
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F.106
Maps of houseboats areas 

in Berlin

timate the real number of houseboats. In 2011, only 25 berths were 
registered with the Berlin Water and Shipping Authority (Wasser-

straßen- und Schifffahrtsamt Berlin, WSA)63 but there were about twice 
as many unregistered houseboats in the city. According to the WSA, 
nowadays this number is around 60 boats. About ten boats have been 
docked – some for decades –in the flood canal of the Tiergarten lock, 
in the affluent residential area of Charlottenburg. According to many, 
this is the oldest houseboat community in Berlin. Its water residents 
have recently developed a taste for modern luxurious prefabricated 
houseboats; protective fences and intricate pathways and hedges have 
appeared and they have started to pay significantly higher mooring 
rents. Another dozen or so are moored in the Plötzenseer Kolk near 
Wedding’s Westhafen and on Parkstraße in Spandau. The formerly 
fourth Berlin residential floating colony at Treptower Park disap-
peared completely after about twenty years of permanence when the 
owner of the area revoked the permissions to the boaters. Only five 
boats have found a way to join the other existing colonies. A few new 
berths were set up in Niederschöneweide for some of the Treptower 
Park movers, while part of this former colony probably joined those 
“lone warriors” who, according to WSA, are moored in that unknown 
number at other Berlin banks. 

In Berlin there are no designated berths for residential houseboats, 
owners have to make suggestions to the authorities themselves and 
be prepared for a long march through institutions and sub-institu-
tions because unlike in London or Paris, there is no central “house-
boat commissioner”. Spots directly adjacent to the water are often 
designated as purely commercial areas in which residential homes are 
not permitted. Other hurdles are boat traffic, tidal range or nature 
conservation issues. For all of these reasons the berth must be ap-
proved by the respective district, which examines demands and, in in-
dividual cases, must also give its consent as the owner of the riverside 
property. Moreover, the WSA must ensure that the houseboat does 
not obstruct shipping traffic. The licensing procedure for houseboat 
moorings is still new territory for the authorities, so the issue is often 
handled carefully and with great restraint. Because of the complexity 
of the procedure, the WSA in the first place recommended consulting 
an expert with experience in the relevant administrative law when 
searching for a location and applying for a berth for a houseboat. De-
spite many enquiries from interested parties, this immense demand 

63 The Wasserstraßen- und Schifffahrtsamt Berlin (WSA Berlin) is one of 39 
waterway and shipping offices in Germany.
The Berlin Waterways and Shipping Authority was founded in 1990 and it 
is responsible for the federal waterways in Berlin, the Rüdersdorfer Gewäss-
er, the Dahme waterway, the Storkower and Teupitzer Gewässer and the 
Spree-Oder waterway to the Oder in Eisenhüttenstadt.
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does not change the insufficient supply. Apparently, the easiest way to 
get a houseboat in Berlin is to wait for another owner to sell their boat 
with its approved berth. However, in order to be allowed to moor in 
marinas, most of the houseboats are officially licensed as recreational 
boats – and not as first permanent residents.
Living permanently afloat in Berlin is still something for a few en-
thusiasts, and authorities do not seem to work in favour of fast devel-
opment of houseboating. However, this attitude does not reflect the 
interests of the flourishing business of pontoon houses and floating 
homes that is taking place in the whole of Germany, with Berlin play-
ing a key role in it. In fact, the annual expo “Boots und Fun” in Berlin 
is more and more focused on the market of houseboats, with brand 
new shipyards presenting their houseboat projects every year. It was 
the first nautical expositions with a whole pavilion dedicated to the 
world of houseboating in the whole Europe – and, until January 2018, 
with the 49th edition of the Dusseldorf Boots, the only one. 

According to the several platforms of houseboat renters, Berlin has 
a lot to offer in terms of attractions, with its kilometres of navigable 
waterways and its marinas surrounded by nature only a few minutes 
away from the city centre. A couple of examples are the Rummelsburg 
Citymarina in eastern Berlin or the most recent “Humboldt Island” on 
the banks of Lake Tegel (western side), that offers floating homes as 
part of an exclusive lakeside new suburb.
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4.2 Economic benefits of houseboating on inland 
waterways

4.2.1 Case study:  CRT Annual Report
The Canal and River Trust, CRT, makes every year an annual report 
about their work and future strategies. CRT is the charity that cares 
for 2,000 miles of canals and rivers across England and Wales. These 
waterways and their towpath are enjoyed by people both on and off 
the water, “we believe waterways have the power to make a positive 
difference to our lives, and evidence is mounting that spending time 
by water makes us healthier and happier.”64

The introduction made by Chair and Chief executive opens the 
2017/2018 Report with these words:

This annual report describes another year of progress: the over-
all condition of our network continues to improve year-on-year, 
and we strive to improve the quality of the experience we offer 
to users, both on the water and using the towpath. […]
Since 2012 the Trust has laid a firm financial foundation, and 
our strong investment performance – growing the value of our 
investments (net of related debt) from around £480m when we 
were launched to over £750m today – has beaten all compara-
tive benchmarks to support the long-term funding we need to 
care for the network. Together with our vital Defra grant, and 
the important contribution from boat licence holders and inland 
marine businesses, our annual income now exceeds £200m. As 
a not-for-profit charity this means that, in turn, we can spend 
record amounts on the care and repair of our waterways. […]
Our vision is to enrich lives, and that demands that we focus 
on how to engage and involve the public in our work and in 
enjoying the waterways. Much of what we do is rooted in local 
community activities with 225 ‘adoptions’ now on-going. These 
adoptions empower local people to introduce their own ideas to 
shape, and take pride in, their valued local places.
Our volunteer Waterway Partnerships have helped us to forge 
links with the authorities and agencies around us, so that we 
align our ‘offer’ with local needs and priorities.[…]
As we move into 2018/19, we have re-launched the Trust’s 
brand identity, to signal our changes, to reach new audiences, 

64 A.A.V.V. (2018). Trustees’ Annual Report & Accounts 2017/18. [ebook] 
Milton Keynes: Canal & River Trust, pp.1-41. Available at: https://canal-
rivertrust.org.uk/news-and-views/news/2017-18-annual-report-and-ac-
counts-published [Accessed 2 Dec. 2018].
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and to better reflect our ambition to be a charity for the wa-
terways and wellbeing, making life better by water for all those 
who use them, providing a ‘natural health service’ for all. (Ivi)

The Trust is unusual in the charity sector as it generates around 60% 
of its income from commercial sources with around 3% from dona-
tions. A large proportion of its total income comes from reliable in-
come sources, such as non-property, joint ventures & other; dona-
tions, third party income for charitable activities & conditional grant; 
steady income streams (including base grant).

The Trust became a direct beneficiary of the People’s Postcode Lot-
tery during the year, raising a net £2.6m from three draws. Even if 
donations are only around 3% the number of CRT people regularly 
supporting the Trust is increased from 20,600 to over 24,000 in the 
past three years. 
Considering the fact that the number of houseboaters also increased it 
is believable these two data are connected.

Among the incomes that the Trust can boast, fees from boat owners 
and all the businesses related to the practice of houseboating are a 
relevant part. 
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Boating trade income is received from boating businesses undertak-
ing trading activities on the waterways. The increase in income from 
BWML marinas is helped by strong occupancy levels and the contin-
ued success of prime London sites.
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These data give an idea of the economic benefits of houseboating in 
England and Wales. The CRT management and agenda show an in-
teresting model to look at. The charitable nature of the Trust opens 
several possibilities in terms of the audience’s confidence, volunteer-
ing activities, the involvement of public bodies etc. The goal of the 
Trust in to make waterway enjoyable for all, “out or on water” and 
this appears to be a winning choice, demonstrating that life on wa-
terways will surely improve life on the waterfront and the other way 
around in a continuous exchange of mutual interests.

4.2.2 Case study: Economic Impact Study about private 
boating in French inland waterways
In 2015 VNF published an “Étude sur les retombées économiques. La 

plaisance privée en France” (Economic Impact Study. Private pleasure 
boating in France) in order to investigate several aspects related to 
pleasure boating in French Inland waterways. 

La plaisance privée en quelques ordres de grandeurs

• 13 500 bateaux de 5 à 49 mètres naviguant en France, qu’il s’agisse de 

bateaux de navigants français ou étrangers

• réalisant 166 000 navigations par an (de toutes durées allant des pro-

menades de moins d’une journée à des navigations longues de plus de 

3 mois)

• pour un cumul de 645 000 jours de navigation

• 7,7 millions de kilomètres parcourus par an. 
65

The context of this study defined pleasure boating in inland waters as 
a recreational boating activity that takes place in on board a motor-
ized boat, habitable or not, on a river, a lake or a canal. This nautical 
activity covers very different practices various: short walks of a few 
hours to several days, or navigations of several weeks or even sever-
al months. The survey was conducted during a year period between 
2013 and 2014 and it took into account:
- people residing on the boat but sailing at least 15 days a year (ex-
cluding all of those who live on board floating houses or houseboats 
without their own engine);
- people for whom pleasure boating is an important part of their lives 

65 Translation: “Private pleasure boating in a few orders of magnitude
- 13,500 vessels from 5 to 49 metres operating in France, whether they are 
French or foreign seafarers’ vessels
- carrying out 166,000 sailings per year (of all durations ranging from walks 
of less than one day to long sailings of more than 3 months)
- for a total of 645,000 navigation days
- 7.7 million kilometres travelled per year.”
Source: Étude sur les retombées économiques. La plaisance privée en France, 
March 2015, VNF
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means of recreation and who have sailed for at least one day in the last 
twelve months;
- owners, co-owners, tenants at year-round, tenants in the form of 
leasing, people sailing on a boat that was loaned to them.

Residents on a boat but sailing less than 15 days a year (or not at all) 
and people renting their boats were excluded. However, some of the 
data related to fleet present on French waterways and the houseboat-
ers cruising at least two weeks per year may help to define part of the 
portrait of houseboating in France.

Concerning the type of recreational activity, the study shows that 
these boats can have a home port which is the place usual mooring 
and wintering, or they can be itinerant. Therefore VNF analysis dis-
tinguished mainly two categories:
- Resident pleasure boating: the boat is docked in a homeport, located 
in a basin, and navigation is carried out within this same basin.
- Transit pleasure craft: the boat is not moored in the homeport of the 
basin in question.

From a geographical point of view, the study covers all national wa-
terways. 

Within private pleasure boating, there are several types of boats, 
which can be mainly divided into two groups:
- Non-dwelling pleasure craft: small boats that are not habitable, i.e. 
without sleeping accommodation, dedicated to walking for a few 
hours or the day can navigate by river and sea for the most part.
- The houseboats (defined as ‘bateaux habitables’ meaning ‘habita-
ble boats’, not necessarily permanently used as the main residence). 
Sea-river launches that can navigate by river and sea, former barges 
such as péniche Freycinet, tjalks, luxe motors, narrowboats, old rental 
boats, and some new boats from French and European shipyards.

F.113
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According to the estimation work conducted during this study, there 
were 13500 vessels of private yachting -from 5 to 49 metres- sailing 
on the French river domain.

Out of 13500 private boats in French inland waterways, four out of 
five are “houseboats”. The proportion of “habitable boats” is precisely 
79% (10100). Obviously, only the smallest boats are not (almost) all 
habitable. According to this study, a boat has an average of 3.3 berths, 
4.1 considering only the “habitable boats”.

In the field of boating, only 11% of the boats are used as primary resi-
dences. On the contrary, 89% are only used for leisure activities.  This 
proportion increases logically with vessel size, ranging from 1% for 
smaller boats (5 to less than 8 metres) to reach 40% for boats from 
14 to 49 metres of length. However, it must be remembered that this 
study excluded all the crafts that do navigate less than two weeks per 
year or not at all -a significantly big part of residential houseboats.

Of these 13500, 80% of boats that were second-hand, 53% were pur-
chased in France and 27% abroad. 18% of the boats were purchased 
new: 11% in France and 7% abroad. In addition, 2% of the boats were 
built by their owners.

By contrast, and for obvious price reasons, smaller boats were the 
most to have been purchased new (29% for boats from 5 to less than 
8 metres), while this proportion hovers around 10% for longer boats.

The assessment of the market value of these boats was facilitated by 
a specific approach used in this investigation. Thus, the current mar-
ket value of these boats was established on average to 62,000 €. This 
amount logically increases with vessel size: 86% fewer vessels of 8 
metres have a market value of less than 10,000 while 73% of boats 14 
metres and over have a market value of 100,000 € or more.
It must be remembered that some original cargo boats from last cen-
tury (average length between 30 and 40 meters) may increase their 
market value after a proper restore and a renovation into a houseboat. 
In fact, houseboats and floating houses are more closely to the real 
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estate market than the boating one.
More than 9 out of 10 boaters own their boats (93% precisely). This 
proportion is stable according to the length of the boats.

56% of the boats are of both marine and river type. Among the oth-
ers, 32% are river type and 13% are the marine type (navigating by a 
river). The size of the boats strongly influences the type of boat. Thus, 
the larger the boats, the more they are intended for inland navigation 
alone.
Solo boaters are quite rare. In detail, 68% of boaters are used to cruise 
as a couple (53% of whom only sail this way), 29% with family and 
24% with friends. Inland navigation, therefore, remains a family lei-
sure activity, whether it is practised with one’s spouse or other family 
members.

In relation to the relatively high average age of boaters and the high 
proportion of retirees among houseboaters, it is not surprising to 
note that children and young adults are in the minority among the 
crews. The crews are thus composed of:
- 22% of adults aged 18 to 39
- 39% of adults aged 40 to 60
- 27% of adults over 60 years of age
- 12% of children under 18 years of age

The practice of inland navigation has multiple origins: 42% of boat-
ers had already practised sea navigation before, while 22% are former 
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river rental customers. Thus only 37% of boaters have gone direct-
ly to practice inland navigation, without any previous maritime or 
fluvial practice. French sailors have more often a history as seafarers 
than foreign boaters (48 versus 33%) while foreign boaters are more 
former clients of river rentals (34% versus 15%). This data is very in-
teresting considering the Italian vocation for yachting, basically a big 
pool of possible future clients of inland navigation.

As explained in the report, “despite a high average age, and a diffi-
cult economic situation in Europe, the practice of interior pleasure 
continues to attract customers, particularly for the category of sailors 
from less than 5 years where 55% have been through practice before 
cruising on inland waterways” (Ivi). 
Another chapter of this study was investigating all the expenses in-
curred by boaters other than their expenses during navigation.

Le tiers des navigants appartient à une catégorie sociale (CSP) que l’on 

peut qualifier d’élevée (artisan, commerçant, chef d’entreprise, cadre et 

profession intellectuelle supérieure). On peut raisonnablement penser 

que les retraités exerçaient également des professions les classant dans 

les catégories aisées. Au final, on peut estimer qu’au moins la moitié des 

navigants exercent ou ont exercé une profession de catégorie élevée. […]

Ces résultats sont toutefois peu surprenants au regard des moyens né-

cessaires à la pratique de la plaisance privée. Le budget annuel moyen 

par bateau est de 3 100 euros pour l’entretien, les réparations, les frais 

de stationnement au port d’attache, le carburant l’assurance et la 

vignette [...]. Autre indicateur, la valeur vénale actuelle des bateaux est 

en moyenne de 63 000 euros [...].

La proportion de plaisanciers étrangers continue d’augmenter puisqu’ils 

n’étaient que 33 % en 2007 et 27 % en 2001. Ceci est un bon signal et 

permet d’envisager des perspectives de développement dans les bassins 

de navigation les plus porteurs..
66

 (Ivi)

This annual operating budget is evaluated, based on the survey of 

66  Translation: “One third of boaters belong to a social category (CSP) that 
can be described as high (craftsman, trader, company manager, executive and 
senior intellectual profession). It is reasonable to assume that think that retir-
ees were also working in professions which classifying them into the wealth-
ier categories. In the end, it can be estimated that at least half of all seafarers 
are or have been in a high category occupation. […]
However, these results are not surprising given the resources required for 
private pleasure boating. The average annual budget per boat is 3,100 euros 
for maintenance, repairs, costs of docking at the home port, fuel and insur-
ance and the ”vignette” [...]. Another indicator is that the current market val-
ue of vessels is on average 63,000 € [...].
The proportion of foreign boaters continues to increase, from 33% in 2007 to 
27% in 2001. This is a good signal and makes it possible to consider develop-
ment prospects in the most promising navigation basins.
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boaters, at 3,100 € per boat. This annual amount is fully correlated 
to the size of the boat, with, for example, expenses of 1,663 € for 
boats from 5 to 8 metres and 6,327 € for boats from 14 to 49 metres. 
Overall, an additional length of one metre results in an annual extra 
cost of 310 €.
The average annual budget of 3,100 € breaks down as follows the 
following way:
- 32% concern the annual maintenance and costs of repair, i.e. 1,002 €
- 28% is allocated to mooring fees at home port and wintering, i.e. 
867€ in average per year
- 21% is spent on fuel, i.e. 644 €
- 13% is allocated to insurance, i.e. 422 €
- 6% concern the purchase of permits, like the “vignette”, i.e. 202 €
During their navigation, 91% of boaters make expenses; including 
food purchases prior to departure. On the other hand, for 9% of all 
sailings, boaters do not incur any expenses. This situation was ob-
served for 11% of one-day or less sailings and for 6% of less than a 
week.
A “navigation” corresponds on average to a duration of 4 days. Apart 
from fuel, the average level of expenses, during average navigation, 
is estimated at 398 € or 30 € per day and per person. While boating, 
boaters spend almost three-quarters of their expenses on food pur-
chases as well as catering:
- 16% of expenses are thus food-related and incurred before sailing
- 28% are food expenses incurred during sailing
- 23% are restaurant expenses
- 6% are expenses made in bars
Other expenditure, representing 27% of total, corresponds to port 
expenditure, in particular in terms of services available in marinas 
(parking, water, showers, etc.) for 10% incurred during navigation, 
transport (4%), sports and cultural activities (3%), purchases of gifts 
and souvenirs (5%) and finally 6% is allocated to other expenditure 
(hairdresser, clothing, press, etc.).

Au-delà de cette forte croissance de la part des navigants étrangers, il 

faut sans doute mémoriser que les navigants étrangers réalisent 47 % 

des jours de navigation observés sur le réseau français et mémé 58 % 

des retombées économiques. Dans ce cadre, la plaisance privée dépasse 

la simple vision d’une activité de loisirs mais correspond bien à un sec-

teur économique contribuant à l’attractivité touristique des territoires.  

67

 (Ivi)

67 Translation: “Beyond this strong growth in the share of foreign boaters, 
it should probably be remembered that foreign seafarers account for 47% of 
the days of navigation observed on the French network and even 58% of the 
economic benefits. In this context, private pleasure boating goes beyond the 
simple vision of a leisure activity but corresponds well to an economic sector 
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Obviously, this calculation is pointless if referred to houseboaters 
living permanently on board, since their needs won’t be related at a 
‘special condition’ as a holiday can be.
In the study, these expenses -per day and per person- were compared 
with those of tourists (French and foreigners) during their stay in 
France. According to the final estimations, private pleasure boaters 
consume 30% less than a tourist.
Looking back at the analysis of private pleasure boating, it is clear 
that if the amount of total expenses during navigation mechanically 
increases with the duration of navigation (in trend, an additional day 
costs 90 €), it should also be noted that the average expenses per day 
and per person decrease with the duration of the cruise.
The average expense per day and per person shows significant differ-
ences between French boaters and foreign crews. On average, they 
spend 33% more per day per person. This observation applies globally 
to all durations of the cruise, with the exception of the one more than 
one month long, for which these expenses are identical.

As summarised at the conclusion of this report, private pleasure boat-
ing cannot simply be considered as a leisure activity, because these 
numbers show how it is more like to correspond well to “an econom-
ic sector contributing to the tourist attractiveness of the territories” 
(Ivi). In fact, only 15% of navigations are carried out without practis-
ing any activity, apart from the navigation itself. This means that 85% 
of navigations represent an economic benefit for the territory. Thus, 
boaters and people on board spend an average of 400 € per voyage, 
or 30 € per day per person. For private pleasure boating, navigation 
is more often self-sufficient and therefore involves a little less “exter-
nal” expenditure. Despite this observation, the expenses incurred in 
France during navigation correspond to significant economic spinoffs 
estimated at 66 million € for one year, three-quarters of which corre-
spond to food expenses and catering.
To these expenses during navigation, it is necessary to add all ex-
penses for maintenance, repairs, ports, fuel, insurance and “vignette”, 
which are estimated around 36 million. The economic weight of pri-
vate pleasure boating is therefore estimated at 102 million € includ-
ing VAT (or approximately 90 million euros excluding VAT).

contributing to the tourist attractiveness of the territories.”




