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Introduction

I needed somewhere to live. My eighteen year marriage had reached its 
inevitable conclusion but I had nowhere to go. I didn't fancy a flat. I could 
barely afford the monthly payments on a bedsit to tell the truth. I loved my 
new job at the marina but I earned very little. I didn't know what to do.

It was early March 2010. I had been working part time as a groundsman at the 
marina for five months. The work had been a welcome distraction after the 
collapse of my cleaning business and subsequent bankruptcy followed by the 
collapse of my marriage and subsequent 
emotional bankruptcy.

The challenge of finding somewhere affordable 
to live was always at the back of my mind but 
when I first saw James the thought of living 
on board didn't occur to me.

James was moored in one of the best locations 
on the beautiful Meadows marina at Calcutt 
Boats. The boat was moored bow in with a 
view of open fields in front - and spectacular 
sunsets in the evening - a grassy peninsular 
on the port side and an acre tree-covered island behind. The mooring was 
perfect. The boat was not.

A retired local lock keeper said that in the mid eighties when James was new, 
he used to watch her in admiration as she cruised past his cottage. She had an 
impressively sign written Masonite cabin, had striking Parana pine cladding 
throughout, more thoughtfully designed storage space than any other boat, 
and a posh Mercedes engine.

When I first saw James she was in a sorry state. She had been sat on her 
mooring since the marina opened in 2006, unused and unloved. 

The paintwork was in an awful state. In many places it had fallen away in 
sheets to expose the Masonite below. Masonite is an oil treated ply with an 
expected life of about twenty years. Thirty five years after construction, the 



Masonite was on its last legs. 

The paint damage was much worse on the side where the prevailing south 
westerly had scoured the port side. In places where the paint had fallen away, 
the Masonite was curling away from the joints between sheets allowing heavy 
rain to penetrate the cabin.

The roof had been laid in five sections. The sealant over the four roof joins had 
decayed allowing rainwater to pour through the roof during heavy showers 
where it dripped through the Parana pine roof cladding.

The original side and rear hatches had been replaced with deck board which 
had warped away from the runners. Locks on the doors were pointless as the ill 
fitting hatches could be lifted off the runners to allow access to the cabin.

The cratch cover was stained a deep and unappealing green. Scrubbing the 
material made no difference at all.

The inside of the boat wasn't much better. Excess water from the engine room 
had flooded the rear cabin floor. Rain water from one of the roof leaks had 
dripped through the pine roof cladding onto the bed below leaving a deep and 
suspiciously yellow stain in the centre.

Water ingress had left stains everywhere. All of the curtains were marked, as 
were all of the seat covers and much of the pine cladding on the ceiling and 
walls. 

The solid fuel stove had seen better days. The flu pipe was cracked, as was the 
glass in the stove door. The stove's back boiler fed three radiators down the 
boat's starboard side. Each was filled with a black sludge.

James was home to legions of spiders and their webs. The webs hung from 
every doorway and window making an inspection of the boat a rather 
unpleasant experience.

The boat was a mess. It needed thousands of pounds spending on it to make it 
habitable. I didn't have the money or the skills required to do the work myself. 
I didn't know anything about narrowboats, how they worked or how much they 
cost to run. What's more, James wasn't for sale or available to rent.

After several lengthy meetings with the owner, I moved on board on 2nd April 



2010. 

I've loved every minute of it.

The first summer was a delight. Once I had given the inside a thorough clean, 
replaced the seat covers and dry cleaned the curtains, the boat was quite 
comfortable to live on. 

I managed to get the stove's glass and flu pipe replaced ready for the winter, 
but for spring and autumn early mornings and late evenings I used two 500w 
Dimplex Coldwatcher heaters to keep the chill off.

During the summer I took the cover off the front deck. A typical summer's day 
would see me returning to the boat at just after 5.30pm to spend a few hours 
with a good book and a glass or two of red wine. 

The setting is stunning. 

The six and a half acre marina has an acre island in the centre shaded by 
willow, Italian alder, white poplar, field maple and horse chestnut. The grassy 
bank next to the boat is a dazzling display of wild flowers in the spring and 
early summer.

The clear water of the marina teems with fish. There are monstrous carp, 
ferocious pike and perch and shoals of roach. The marina has a healthy 
population of water birds dominated by the resident breeding pair of swans. 
The swans love to chase the Canada geese, the mallards chase each other, the 
coots try to keep out of it all, and the moorhens run in frantic circles.

I can see all of this from my front deck. In fact, the swans and their cygnets 
often come to see me hoping for something to eat during the spring and 
summer.

The winter came as a bit of a shock.

The boat leaked like a sieve. If heavy showers were forecast I would prepare a 
selection of pots and pans to catch the drips from the ceiling. The rain also 
came through the window surrounds on the boat’s port side.

As the winter progressed and the temperature dropped, staying warm on the 
boat became more and more of a challenge. The heat that the stove managed 



to generate wasn’t enough to counteract the draughts through the windows 
and the boat’s poor insulation.

The winter of 2010/2011 was the coldest on record. I recorded an overnight 
low of minus eighteen. The following morning the engine room cladding was 
covered under a quarter of an inch thick layer of frost. My bedroom, separated 
from the engine room by plywood bulkhead was just above freezing.

From the last week of November 2010 to the first week of January 2011 the 
marina and the adjacent Grand Union canal were frozen solid. I could step off 
the jetty and walk around James on a six inch layer of ice.

Getting out of bed in the morning wasn’t fun. I would shower as quickly as 
possible before climbing into layers and layers of fleece. I often wore two fleece 
tops and a hat before I went to work.

The exceptionally cold nights and sub zero days meant that the marina’s water 
supply was often frozen solid even though most of the pipes were either 
underground or insulated. I had to take every opportunity to top up the boat’s 
water tank while the water was flowing freely.

I was lucky with my toilet. I had, and still have, a Porta Potti cassette toilet. 
When I needed to empty the cassette I could take it to the nearest Elsan point 
in the marina. Even though I couldn’t clean it properly because of the frozen 
rinse hose, at least I had a usable toilet. 

Fellow boaters with pump out toilets weren’t so lucky. A pump out toilet is 
usually preferable to a cassette. A pump out toilet looks and operates like a 
domestic toilet and will last for weeks between pump outs rather than two to 
three days for a cassette.

A boat with a pump out toilet must be taken to a pump out point to be 
emptied. This can be a bit of a problem in the winter when the marina or canal 
is frozen. Boat owners with their “posh” toilets had to use the facilities in the 
shower block until the marina thawed.

Even though the stove didn’t produce enough heat to keep the whole of the 
boat warm on the colder nights, sitting in the lounge area during the evenings 
was a pleasure. I love to read but I sat for hours with my book on my lap just 
watching the flames dancing above the burning coals and listening to wind, rain 
and birds outside.



The following winter was much different.

By then I had weatherproofed James by having the original Masonite cabin over 
plated with steel. I also added a further layer of insulation between the old and 
the new cabins. I now have a much warmer and drier boat. The winter of 
2011/2012 wasn’t a problem at all due to a combination of more effective heat 
retention and milder weather.

Since I moved on board I have recorded every penny spent on James’ 
purchase, improvement and general maintenance. If you are thinking of buying 
a narrowboat for occasional cruising, then it’s going to be a very expensive 
hobby and one that you need to think very carefully about.

There are over 250 narrowboats moored on Calcutt Boats’ two marinas. There 
are no residential moorings here so there are only a handful of boats with 
members of staff living on board. The rest are owned and maintained purely for 
the pleasure of taking them out for a week or two now and again.

Some boat owners only visit their narrowboats once or twice a year. Some 
don’t visit them at all.

There’s a boat moored very close to me that wasn’t visited at all for the first 
two years that I was here. Imagine that. The current fee for mooring on 
Meadows marina at Calcutt Boats is £2,300. The current license fee for a 62’ 
narrowboat is just over £900pa. This particular paid over £6,000 just for the 
mooring and license fees for a boat he didn’t visit. 

Sadly this isn’t an isolated case.

Buying a narrowboat to live on makes much more sense. Although a liveaboard 
narrowboat isn’t the cheap option that many people imagine, it’s not as 
expensive as owning and maintaining a bricks and mortar property.

When you're considering buying a narrowboat, remember the joke that's 
constantly circulated amongst boaters; 

"B.O.A.T. is an acronym. It stands for Bring Out Another Thousand!" 

They aren't always laughing when they tell it.

I’ve written this guide so that you’ll know what narrowboat ownership is going 



to cost you before you commit yourself. I’ve detailed every area of expense 
that I’ve incurred to date. Here they are;

Cost Categories

Narrowboat purchase costs - Your expenditure begins with the purchase of 
your narrowboat and the costs associated with its selection. There's the cost of 
the boat of course, but there's also the cost of the essential checks before you 
agree to buy a boat.

Moorings - Where are you going to keep your boat? If you are going to live on 
your boat full time but don't intend to constantly cruise the network, you'll 
need a residential mooring. If you are just going to use the boat for occasional 
cruising, you will need a leisure mooring.

MOT, Tax & Insurance - It's not actually called that on the waterways, but 
it's the canal equivalent, it's compulsory, and it's much more expensive than 
your car.

Utilities - Gas, electric and water... and possibly diesel if you have a diesel 
powered central heating system. In the utilities section, I'll also discuss "free" 
eco-friendly power sources.

General Boat Expenses - Broadband, television license, propulsion fuel, toilet 
pump outs

Repairs & maintenance - Your boat needs constant maintenance. The more 
you can do yourself, the less the boat is going to cost you to run. Your ability 
should also be a consideration when you buy your boat.

Cost Saving Considerations – When you consider the cost of owning and 
living on a narrowboat, you also need to think about areas where you’ll actually 
save money.



Narrowboat Purchase Costs
 

Your main expenditure is, of course, the cost of your narrowboat. How much 
can you pay for a narrowboat? You can pay as much as you want really. 

The choice ranges the bricks and mortar equivalent of a bedsit in the wrong 
part of town to a fashionable apartment in a select area. You can choose a 
dinky little 20' toy or go to the other end of the narrowboat scale at 70'. 

Seventy feet is your limit if you want to cruise the canal network. Boats longer 
than 70' can't fit in the locks and boats wider than a traditional narrowboat 
can't use some canals. A narrowboat is 6'10" wide. Some canals are classed as 
"narrow". This classification doesn't apply to the width of the canal. It's the 
width of the locks on the canal. They're 7' wide so anything wider than a 
narrowboat can't use them. This is an important consideration when you're 
deciding what size and style boat to buy.

A great place to start looking for a boat to live on is Apolloduck. 

Apolloduck is the UK's most comprehensive listing of boats for sale. You'll find 
just about everything that floats here. There are motor, power, sailing, fishing 
and sports boats, barges and wide beams, hovercraft, super-yachts and 
submarines, and, most importantly for you, narrowboats. 

There are regularly in excess of one thousand narrowboats for you to choose 
from. When you subscribed to this list, you were asked to answer a few 
questions. One of them was the price range for your purchase. Here are the 
boats for sale on Apolloduck in the corresponding prices ranges: 

•   £0 - £20,000

•  £20,001 - £50,000

•  £50,001 - £100,000

•  £100,000

http://narrowboats.apolloduck.co.uk/search.phtml?search=&advert_type=1&category=140-0&category2=&category3=&category4=&search_marque=&search_model=&fx=GBP&minv=100%2C001&maxv=&minlength=0&maxlength=0&maxbeam=&maxdraft=&minyear=&maxyear=&fuel=&material=&search_nation=&search_county=&search_nation2=&search_county2=&search_nation3=&search_county3=&search_nation4=&search_county4=&sr=2&q=1
http://narrowboats.apolloduck.co.uk/search.phtml?search=&advert_type=1&category=140-0&category2=&category3=&category4=&search_marque=&search_model=&fx=GBP&minv=50%2C001&maxv=100%2C000&minlength=0&maxlength=0&maxbeam=&maxdraft=&minyear=&maxyear=&fuel=&material=&search_nation=&search_county=&search_nation2=&search_county2=&search_nation3=&search_county3=&search_nation4=&search_county4=&sr=2&q=1
http://narrowboats.apolloduck.co.uk/search.phtml?search=&advert_type=1&category=140-0&category2=&category3=&category4=&search_marque=&search_model=&fx=GBP&minv=20%2C001&maxv=50%2C000&minlength=0&maxlength=0&maxbeam=&maxdraft=&minyear=&maxyear=&fuel=&material=&search_nation=&search_county=&search_nation2=&search_county2=&search_nation3=&search_county3=&search_nation4=&search_county4=&sr=2&q=1
http://narrowboats.apolloduck.co.uk/search.phtml?search=&advert_type=1&category=140-0&category2=&category3=&category4=&search_marque=&search_model=&fx=GBP&minv=Minimum&maxv=20000&minlength=0&maxlength=0&maxbeam=&maxdraft=&minyear=&maxyear=&fuel=&material=&search_nation=&search_county=&search_nation2=&search_county2=&search_nation3=&search_county3=&search_nation4=&search_county4=&sr=2&q=1
http://narrowboats.apolloduck.co.uk/


You will see from the above listings on Apolloduck that you have far more 
choice in the £50,000 - £100,000 price range than you do in the £0 - £20,000 
or £50,000 - £100,000 price range, and not much choice at all if you are 
looking for a more expensive boat. 

If you are looking at the entry level price range, the boats will be older and in a 
poorer state of repair than the majority of boats for sale. Additionally, they 
probably won't have the level of equipment necessary if you intend to live 
aboard full time.

If you've set your budget at somewhere over £100,000 you can probably have 
your own boat built to your own specification. A word of advice here, try not to 
be too radical with your specification. 

Narrowboats are designed the way that they are because the design works. If 
you stray too far from the norm, you're likely to come unstuck. A good example 
of this is the concept narrowboat "Whitefield". 

Whitefield was built by premium narrowboat builder Fernwood. Whitefield's 
interior and exterior design is very different from normal. Perhaps the most 
radical change to the standard narrowboat design was the steering. 

Rather than standing on the rear deck looking over the top of the boat and 
using a tiller to steer, you sit on a raised padded bench on the rear deck 
twiddling a joystick. Have a look at the photo's. I wouldn't feel in control of the 
boat at all. 

Whitefield differs from a "normal" narrowboat in many other ways. I don't like 
it at all. Nor, it would appear, does anyone else. Whitefield cost a rumoured 
£250,000 to build. Not long after its completion Whitefield went up for sale. 
Over two years later and several different brokers, it's was still for sale at less 
than half of the original cost. Would you have been interested?

If you decide that your budget won't stretch to a new boat built to your own 
design, you still have plenty of choice. Of the estimated 35,000 narrowboats on 
the inland waterways, there are an estimated 1,500 - 2,000 for sale at any one 
time - over 1,000 on Apolloduck alone. 

Here's a helpful checklist for you before you start looking at boats in earnest.

http://livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/living-on-a-narrowboat-articles/an-essential-check-list-before-you-consider-buying-a-boat/
http://www.fernwooddesigns.co.uk/blogwhitefield2.aspx


Once you've identified what you think is your dream boat, you need to make 
sure that it's in good condition inside and out. The check list above will assist 
you with the internal examination, but you also need to make sure that your 
new boat is both safe and sea (canal) worthy. 

The Boat Safety Scheme was introduced in 1997 as the waterways equivalent 
of your car's MOT. A new narrowboat needs a BSC (Boat Safety Certificate) 
once it is four years old and then every four years after that. If the boat you 
are looking at doesn't have a current BSC you will need to get one done. Even 
if it does have one, you should still ask a qualified surveyor to do an out of 
water survey for you. The out of water survey will cost you about £300. 

Note that in order to do an out of water survey, the narrowboat will of course 
need to be out of the water. A boatyard with the facilities to pull or lift the boat 
out of the water will charge you £150 - £200 for the pleasure. Also note that 
many insurance companies insist on an out of water survey before they will 
insure your boat.

If you want a full survey including a BSC, you should budget for £500 plus the 
cost of pulling the boat out of the water. You may consider the cost of the 
survey excessive but you can often recoup the cost by either asking the seller 
to reduce the cost by the amount of any rectification work needed or get the 
work done by the seller before you buy the boat.

There's just one more cost to consider before you're finished; transportation. If 
you're buying a second hand boat that's already in the water and the boat is 
close enough to where you want to moor it, you're OK. But if you are having a 
new narrowboat built by a narrowboat builder who isn't on the canal - there are 
quite a few - or you buy a second hand narrowboat at a location far away from 
your intended mooring, you'll need to consider road transport. 

Transporting 15-20 tons of boat shaped steel is an expensive affair. I had some 
work done to James last November which involved lifting it out of the water 
and transporting it seven miles to a land locked boat yard. The return journey 
cost me £1,100 (not including the fees for lifting the boat out of the water at 
Calcutt Boats).



Mooring Costs
Finding a narrowboat that's suits you is pretty easy. There are plenty for sale. 
And if one of those doesn't appeal to you, you can always have one built to 
your own specifications. 

Finding the perfect mooring is much more difficult - especially if you intend to 
live on your boat. Not that a permanent mooring is compulsory. It isn't. You 
can join the minority group of official continuous cruisers, the true nomads of 
the inland waterways. Continuous cruisers do just that. They cruise the 
waterways network none stop, always on the move and bound by the rule for 
continuous cruisers to not stop in any one place for longer than fourteen days.

You'll see quite a few "Continuous Cruisers" on the cut who bend the rules. The 
Canals & Rivers Trust, regulations state that a boat cannot stay moored in any 
one place, unless it is a recognised private mooring, for longer than fourteen 
days. After that, the boat has to move on. 

To be a continuous cruiser, you have to be on a progressive journey. This 
means that you can't find a convenient bridge (mooring A) where you can park 
your car, moor within walking distance of bridge and car, cruise to another 
convenient mooring close to car parking (mooring B) for a couple of weeks then 
return to your original mooring (mooring A) etc. It's called "bridge hopping" 
and British Waterways, and now the new Canal & River Trust, don't like it. 

Historically, there hasn't been much done about it. Precious few illegal moorers 
have been punished for flouting the rules but the new trust has promised to do 
more to prevent illegally moored and unlicensed boats.

If you decide that a nomadic lifestyle is not for you, you have a choice of either 
online or offline moorings. Online moorings are along the side of the canal; 
offline moorings are marinas.

Marina Moorings

Residential marina moorings are very difficult to find. A marina operator has a 
choice of either providing leisure moorings, residential moorings or a 
combination of both. Most operators provide leisure moorings only. 



If the marina owners have official residential moorings they are legally obliged 
to upgrade their refuge and sewage disposal facilities. Managing residential 
moorings is also more labour intensive for them and not so aesthetically 
appealing. You can often identify a liveaboard boat by the accumulation of 

possessions on and near the boat. It's not unusual to see a roof piled high with 
logs and coal, potted plants, bikes, wheelbarrows and storage boxes.

Many marina operators are struggling to fill their moorings at the moment so 
some are not as strict as they perhaps once were. They sometimes turn a blind 
eye to liveaboard boaters providing that they keep themselves in good order. 

It's best to walk around a marina you like the look of, see if you can spot signs 
of liveaboard boats, and have a chat with the boat owners about their mooring 
arrangements.

A marina is likely to be the more expensive of your mooring options. Mooring 
fees and their calculation vary from marina to marina but to give you an idea of 



the cost, here's what you would pay at Calcutt Boats. 

We have two marinas here. "Locks" marina built in the mid eighties and home 
to 110 boats is the cheaper of the two. It's close to the slipway and the 
workshops, isn't quite as spacious as the other marina or as aesthetically 
pleasing.  A mooring on Locks marina will cost you £2,160 per year. Each 
mooring has access to a water and electricity supply. Water is included in the 
price. Electricity is via a meter topped up using pre paid cards available from 
reception. 

Meadows marina was constructed in 2006. It is a six and a half acre lake with 
an acre tree-covered island in the middle. The 140 moorings are split into ten 
bays, secluded by reeds and trees. It's bordered by over 7,000 trees planted 
nearly twenty years ago. It's truly beautiful. It's the place I call home. A 
standard 60' pier here will cost you £2,300 or £2,683 if you want a 70' 
mooring.

Your choice of marina shouldn't just be based on price. You need to consider 
the location, security, facilities, aesthetics and more. Here's an article to help 
you if you're seriously considering a marina mooring. 

Online Moorings

Online moorings are much more difficult to find than marina moorings but 
they’re generally cheaper because they have less facilities than marinas. An 
online mooring is less likely to have mains electricity that you can plug into and 
may not have a water supply close at hand. You will probably have to do 
without waste and sewage disposal, toilet and shower blocks.

The largest supplier of online moorings is the Canal & River Trust. You can view 
their current listings here. Last time I looked there were just 40 moorings 
available throughout the network. Of those, just two were residential and of 
those two, neither would suit me.

The first of them was on the BCN on the Engine Arm opposite a disused 
factory. I live on a narrowboat so that I can enjoy being close to nature. City 
living, and in this case, scruffy city living, wouldn’t suite me at all. Maybe it’s 
for you though. The facilities close to the mooring include water, electricity, 
pump out and Elsan disposal. You can have all this for just £2,176 a year (Note 
that this is only £100 less than a beautiful, totally secure and fully serviced 

https://www.crtmoorings.com/auctions/search.php?type=all&pageID=1
https://www.crtmoorings.com/auctions/search.php?type=all&pageID=1
http://livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/living-on-a-narrowboat-articles/choosing-a-marina-for-your-narrowboat/
http://livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/living-on-a-narrowboat-articles/choosing-a-marina-for-your-narrowboat/


mooring in Calcutt Boats’ Meadows marina where I live).

The other residential mooring is on the Fossdyke Navigation close to Lincoln. It 
offers similar facilities to the BCN mooring, is better placed, and similarly 
priced, but still not for me. 

The Trust moorings are offered by auction. Each mooring detail displays a 
guide and a reserve price. The reserve for each of these residential moorings 
was about £400 less than the guide and as there were no bids recorded when I 
viewed the listings and as the auction closing date for each was imminent, you 
could probably secure them at close to the reserve price.

There are thousands of online moorings on the system in addition to the Trust’s 
own but they are more difficult to research. They are usually offside moorings 
under the control of local landowners. Sometimes they are advertised in one of 
the canal magazines but more often than not you will have to do a little 
legwork and walk the canals to talk to boaters on long term moorings to ask 
about vacancies.



 MOT, Tax & Insurance
So far we've covered the costs of buying your boat and mooring it where you 
want it. Now we'll cover your boat's MOT, tax and insurance. Of course there's 
different terminology for the waterways equivalent; BSS (Boat Safety Scheme) 
certificate for your MOT and waterways license for your tax.

BSS (Boat Safety Scheme) Certificate

In 1979 the Hire Boat Code was introduced by British Waterways to ensure that 
the all hire boat systems were constructed and fitted to an acceptable 
standard. Builders of private craft were encouraged to construct and install to a 
similar standard but it wasn't until 1997 when the BSS was introduced that 
both hire and private boats were subject to mandatory checks. If you have a 
new boat built it will be constructed to the required standard so won't need a 
BSS certificate for a number of years. It's similar to the MOT requirement on 
your car. Your car requires an MOT three years after construction and then 
annually after that. Your boat needs a BSS certificate four years after 
construction and then every four years.

Your boat should come with a valid BSS certificate. If it doesn't have one, view 
the boat with suspicion. Insist that there is one done at the owner's expense 
before you consider the boat any further.

Once you've purchased your boat, you need to budget for the cost of a new 
BSS certificate every four years. How much does one cost?

Rates vary but you can expect to pay somewhere in the region of £150 for the 
test and for the certificate. Of course you will need to add the cost of any 
rectification work if the boat fails. Prices vary again for the retest should your 
boat fail. The retest may be free or there may be a nominal fee to cover 
mileage. Try to choose a local surveyor as you can expect to pay upwards of 
50p per mile for him to travel to you.

Here's narrowboat surveyor Michael Clarke's website with more information 
about the scale of charges.

The official Boat Safety Scheme website

http://www.boatsafetyscheme.org/


You can search for an examiner here

Waterways License

If your boat is in the water, it needs a waterways license. There are no 
exceptions. If you want to enjoy a period without having to pay for a 
waterways license, you need to take your boat out of the water. And that's 
exactly what some boat owners do. There are periods during the year when 
they don't want anything to do with a narrowboat. 

The periods in question are invariably the English winter. They see very little 
appeal in life on the waterways during the dark and dismal days between 
autumn and spring. They also see very little appeal in paying for a waterways 
license when they're not using their boat. So they take their boat out of the 
water and leave it on secure hard standing at a boatyard or marina which 
offers the service

One business that offers this service is Debdale Wharf. They have literally acres 
of hardstanding and a monster of a machine (named Kylie - I don't know why. 
It isn't Australian and doesn't have such a cute bottom) they use for 
transporting the boats around the yard. The cost of the hardstanding is £0.47 
per foot or, in the case of my own 62' boat James, £378.82 per quarter.

Most boat owners keep their boats in the water all year round though, so a 
waterways license is essential. Here's what a waterways license will cost you.

•  For any boat up to eighteen feet you will pay between £134.60 for a 
three months rivers only license up to £467.39 for twelve months rivers 
and canals license.

•  For a 50' boat you will pay between £227.27 for a three months river 
license and £789.16 to use the canals and rivers for twelve months.

•  For a 62' boat you will pay £238.15 for three months on the rivers and 
£918.76 for a full year on the rivers and canals.

http://www.debdalewharf.co.uk/
http://www.boatsafetyscheme.org/boat-certification/arranging-the-examination/find-an-examiner


•  For a 70' boat you will pay £263.44 for three months on the rivers up to 
£1,016.32 for a year on the canals and rivers.

Insurance

The cost of your insurance will depend upon many factors including your boat's 
age, condition, usage and value and, of course, what you want to have covered 
by the policy. Insurance premiums can cost you anything from just under £100 
to £400 or more. Obviously if you have a new narrowboat with lots of 
expensive personal gear on board you can expect to pay closer to the £400 end 
of the scale.

If you have an older narrowboat - twenty five or thirty years or more - you'll 
probably have to provide a recent out of the water hull survey and proof that 
you carried out any rectification work that was recommended.

If you are going to be living on board full time, make sure that you let your 
insurer know. Your residential status may affect your premium. Also make sure 
that the contents cover is sufficient for your possessions. You can expect the 
contents cover to be somewhere in the region of 10% of the value of your boat.

You can obtain an online quote from Craftinsure. You'll need to call them 
though to establish the level of contents cover and whether you'll be covered 
as a liveaboard.

http://www.craftinsure.com/


Utilities

So far we've discussed the costs associated with buying your boat, mooring, 
taxing and insuring it. Now we'll look at your utility costs. In addition to gas, 
electricity and water, I've also added broadband, telephone and propulsion fuel.

Specific Costs Incurred By Me On Narrowboat James

The costs detailed below are real costs. Every narrowboat related expense has 
been recorded by me since moving aboard James. Each narrowboat’s day to 
day running costs will vary depending on the boat’s age, condition and 
equipment on board and equipment usage so let me tell you a little about 
James.

In boating terms, James is an old girl. Built in 1975 with a steel hull and 
composite top, she’s 62’ long and has seen better days. James hadn’t been 
used more than two or three times in the previous ten years before I started to 
live on board full time in April 2010. Consequently she was in need of some TLC 
and was very damp.

Because she hadn’t been used or maintained for such a long time, the windows 
and roof vents leaked and there was water seeping into the boat through the 
skin. The solid fuel stove (which heats four radiators along one side), had a 
cracked glass plate and leaked around the flue.

All of the above meant that keeping warm and dry was a challenge. The stove 
was refurbished and the windows and roof vents sealed shortly after I moved 
on board. However, there were still leaks through the roof channelling water 
behind the cladding which ended up under the floor of the rear cabin. 
Consequently I needed to run a dehumidifier pretty much full time to combat 
the damp.

As I said, every boat has differing factors which will impact on the running and 
maintenance costs. In addition to the boat’s age and the condition, the type of 
equipment used and how much it is used will also play a part.

James' Heating



Whoever designed the heating on James liked to cover all available options. In 
addition to the solid fuel stove, there are three radiators fed by the stove’s 
back boiler plus gas heaters and an electric radiator. I don’t use the gas 
heaters now but I’ve bought two Dimplex Coldwatcher 500 heaters to keep the 
chill at bay on spring and autumn mornings and evenings. 

There is a Paloma gas powered water heater which supplies an unlimited 
amount of scalding hot water.

 Cooking

The hob, oven and grill are all gas and are powered by two 13kg Propane 
cylinders. The two cylinders do me for about two months. The current cost 
(August 2012) is £27 per 13kg cylinder.

Lifestyle

How much time you spend on board will have a direct impact on your fuel 
consumption, as will your eating and cooking habits. The costs I have listed 
below are based on the following…

On Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday I get up at 
05:15, shower, have a quick breakfast of tea and toast and work on the web 
site until 07:30. 

From October until March the stove is burning coal twenty four hours a day, 
seven days a week. Overnight and when I’m away from the boat I have the 
stove turned down as low as possible to ensure that it’s still alight when I wake 
up/return. The maximum period that the stove will stay alight is between ten 
and eleven hours. My stove is quite old and not terribly efficient. The Morso 
Squirrel, generally believed to be one of the best solid fuel stoves on the 
market, will stay alight for several days.

I come back to the boat for lunch and a cup of coffee, then return after work 
just after 5:30 and generally stay there for the evening.

I use the gas for a shower every day, three or four kettle boils, toast in the 
morning, grilled meat or fish four times a week and a roast of some kind once a 
week. I don’t ever use the gas fires because they produce “wet” heat which 
contributes to the damp.

My electricity is provided via a metered shore supply which charges the boat 



batteries for lighting. The shore power also allows me to charge my 
laptop/phone/electric razor, listen to the radio (I don’t have a television), 
power two Dimplex Coldwatcher 500w heaters (on all the time) and run a 620w 
dehumidifier for two hours a day.

Solid Fuel Costs

Your stove will burn either wood or coal. Personally, I steer clear of wood. 
It’s more bulky than coal so needs more storage space than I have available. 
My stove is also on the small side so I would struggle to fit logs in.

I use coal. I’ve tried a number of different brands and types but the ones 
I’ve stuck with is Pureheat. Pureheat is a manufactured smokeless fuel sold 
in 25kg bags of goose egg sized ovals. Pureheat produces more heat than 
wood or house coal, burns away to a powder so doesn’t clog up the grate 
(and put the fire out) and is less messy. A bag of Pureheat usually lasts me 
just under three days although in December 2010 with so many sub-zero 
days and ridiculously cold nights, I was using a bag every two days. The 
cheapest supplier I can find charges £9.50 a bag.

Diesel & Gas Heating

There is a gas heating system installed on James. I don't use it. Gas heating 
is prohibitively expensive. In November 2011 I stayed on one of our hire 
boats for ten days while James had a new steel cabin fitted. The hire boat 
had gas heating. In ten days the boat used one and a half 19kg cylinders at 
a cost of roughly £60. Gas heating produces what is known as "wet heat" 
which increases condensation on the boat.

Most live aboard narrowboats have a solid fuel stove as their primary heating 
system. There are no moving parts to let you down so they are extremely 
reliable. Solid fuel stoves aren't quick or easy to control though. There are 
many times during the year when you need heat on the boat just for an hour 
or two. 

During the spring and autumn if you're unfortunate enough to still have to 
go out to earn a crust, you'll want some heating on when you get up and 
maybe for an hour or two in the evening when you return to your boat. Your 
solid fuel stove will take an hour or two before it generates any heat then, 
just as you leave for the day, the temperature will have reached an 
acceptable level. Then, while you're out, your stove will be overheating an 



empty boat. It's not very practical and is a waste of money. The solution is 
to have a backup diesel heating system.

One of the best diesel systems on the market is manufactured by Mikuni. All 
diesel heating systems have the potential to fail more often than your solid 
fuel stove because they have moving parts where your stove has none. 
However, the Mikuni systems are more robust than most. They are the 
heating system of choice in the much respected Steve Hudson narrowboats.  
There's more information about their narrowboat heaters on their web site 
and on the Living On A Narrowboat Forum.

Gas Usage

My gas consumption has remained pretty steady over the last two years. I 
only use gas for cooking and to supply hot water for dish and body washing 
so the cold weather doesn’t alter the amount I use. One 13kg cylinder lasts 
me a month and costs about £27

Electricity Costs

My electricity use fluctuates with the seasons. I have to rely on two 500w 
heaters and a 650w dehumidifier when the weather is cold and/or damp.  

Update 17th March 2012

I finished writing the original post for the web site in February 2011. I 
reviewed the figures in March 2012. I thought it would be a useful exercise 
to see if the figures had changed after the second year of living aboard.

When I moved onto James, the boat was cold and damp in all but the 
warmest weather. The damp was due to water seeping, sometimes pouring, 
through the four joins in the roof and then dripping through the internal 
cladding in heavy rain. 

The plywood cabin sides had also seen better days. James is moored 
broadside on to the prevailing south-westerly wind so on the port (weather) 
side of the boat the ply had deteriorated so much that water leaked through 
the window surrounds in wet and windy conditions.

I didn’t want to replace the cabin because James is very well fitted inside 
with Parana pine cladding and plenty of cupboards and shelves. The best 
solution then was to over plate the existing cabin with 4mm steel. While the 

http://livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/forum/living-on-a-narrowboat/heating/
http://www.mikuniheating.com/HotWater_Narrowboat.cfm


work was being done by local boat builder Reeves, I took the opportunity to 
fit a layer of one inch polystyrene between the existing masonite and the 
new steel.

The work was completed in early November and what a difference it has 
made. The new steel means that James is now totally waterproof and the 
additional insulation has made a huge difference to the boat’s heat retention. 
And the boat is now more secure too. In addition to the roof and sides, new 
rear, side and front doors and new rear and side hatches were fitted. The 
new steel side hatches replaced the old deck board hatches that could just 
be lifted off (locked or not) to gain access to the boat.

I was very pleased with the work, and very pleased with the price. James 
has been given an aesthetically pleasing new cabin for just £6,500 + VAT. Of 
course, that wasn’t the total cost. James had to be lifted out of the water 
and transported eight miles to Reeves in Bishops Itchington about eight 
miles from the marina. The transport cost a staggering £550 each way.

There was also a fair amount of preparation and post fitting remedial work 
that needed doing. All of the windows, the roof vents, chimney, navigation 
lights and headlight had to be removed prior to the work and then refitted to 
the new steel cabin when James returned. After the new steel was added, 
there was then a 2″ gap between where the windows had fitted into the 
Masonite cabin originally and where they ended up in the new steel cabin. 
Roger, our carpenter, did a fantastic job fitting a hardwood surround to all 
ten windows to bridge the gap.

Fuel Costs

From September 2010 to February 2011 I spent £643.48 on coal. The 
expenditure was before the I had the cabin over plated and during one of the 
worst winters on record when, even with the stove operating at maximum 
capacity, I often had to resort to wearing a hat and two thick fleeces when I 
was working in my “office” twenty feet away from the fire.

The following winter was much milder. I think that there were no more than 
15-20 nights when the night-time temperature was below freezing. Milder 
temperatures, no damp and more insulation around the cabin had an impact 
on my coal use. From September 2011 to February 2012 I spent £292.09

My gas consumption has remained pretty much the same throughout my 
time on board. In the first year I spent £163.16. The second year was 



£194.14. The increase was due partly to the increase in the price of gas but 
more because of my increased use. 

My partner Sally is now spending most of her time on the boat. She wasn’t 
even sure what a narrowboat was before she met me. She liked her clothes 
and had dozens of pairs of shoes, pairs of designer jeans and expensive 
handbags. Now she’s supremely happy traipsing along the towpath in her 
scruffiest jeans and wellies with her two spaniels Charlie and Daisy. Anyway, 
I digress. The increase in use is due to her having a shower twice a day.

My electricity costs were down in the second year too. I spent £520 in year 
one and £345 in year two. I use far too much electricity. Our carpenter, 
Roger, lives on board a similar length narrowboat to me and uses just £5 a 
month to light his two table lamps. I don’t yet have an inverter so I am 
totally reliant on my connection to the marina supply for any mains 
appliances. 

I don’t have a secondary heating system on the boat either so, when the 
weather is too warm to have the coal fire burning but to cold not to have any 
heating at all, I have to use my two Dimplex 500w heaters.

I have an electric radiator in my bedroom at the rear of the boat. I used to 
leave it on all the time but over the last six months I have been turning it on 
just for an hour or two before I go to bed. I have also stopped using the 
dehumidifier now that the boat is no longer damp. That’s been a significant 
saving on electricity.



General Boat Expenses
Telephone

Mobile of course. Reception varies wildly when you’re on the cut. I have very 
poor reception with T Mobile on my mooring. I can only make and receive 
calls from one spot halfway between the dining and the seating area and 
then I just about get a signal providing I stand on a chair with my ear next 
to a roof vent. 

I tend not to use my smart phone much for making voice calls but I'm 
addicted to the phone's internet connectivity and the ability to receive emails 
wherever I am. My phone package costs me £35 per month for a Samsung 
Galaxy S2 with unlimited texts and internet and 1,200 minutes each month.

Broadband

A connection to the internet is one of life’s essentials as far as I’m 
concerned. I update the web site daily, send out newsletters, stream TV 
programmes from BBC iPlayer and the ITV and channel 4 equivalents and 
search for information.

I use a mobile broadband dongle from Three. They have a coverage checker 
on their web site and even though the site indicates that there is limited 
connectivity for my postcode, I rarely have a problem with my connection. 
Sometimes my broadband is a little slow but most of the time I can stream 
TV programmes and films. 

Three offer pay as you go top ups of 500MB for a day or 1GB, 3GB and 7GB 
for a month. I use the best value 7GB top up which usually lasts me the full 
month (I’ve just checked on my current usage. I’ve actually used 6.5GB in 
twenty days. I know that is unusually high for me but it’s because I’ve 
watched a few data hungry films)

These are the Pay As You Go tariffs. I have to use them because of my 
current bankruptcy status. There is a more cost effective option. By signing 
up to a twelve month contract you can enjoy a massive 15GB for just 
£15PCM.



Telephone calls via Skype

If you haven't yet experienced the marvel that is Skype, you're missing out 
on a technological wonder. Skype is free internet telephony. I first started 
using Skype to help me keep in touch with my parents and my brother and 
his wife. They live in Newcastle, New South Wales.

Providing your PC, laptop or smart phone has a reasonable connection to the 
internet, you can make and receive video calls completely free of charge. I 
can, and often do, enjoy hours talking to my family down under without 
spending a single penny. 

You can also use Skype to make calls from your PC to landlines and mobiles. 
I use the service all of the time now. Rather than try somewhere in the boat, 
or more often out in the open in the rain near the boat where I can get a bar 
or two of signal, I sit in a very comfortable boat in front of my laptop. The 
call quality is perfect. This part of the Skype service is not free, but it's very 
low cost. I spend about £10 per month on internet telephone calls.

Propulsion Fuel

Sadly, I don't get out on the boat much. I spend most of my time working. 
It's an evil necessity so my opportunity to cruise is very limited. I don't have 
any definitive diesel consumption figures for James but popular opinion has it 
that narrowboat engines use between one and one and a half litres of diesel 
per hour. As many boats' diesel heating systems run off the main fuel tank, 
the percentage that is used for propulsion is somewhat confused. 

Consumption will also vary according to the size and the type of engine and the 
amount of work it's doing while in motion. Your consumption will vary and will 
depend on how hard you work the engine. For example you will use less fuel 
for a gentle cruise on the cut than you will for a hard slog against the current 
on a river.

Council Tax

You may need to pay council tax. Your tax liability depends upon your mooring.

If you don’t have a permanent mooring, you don’t need to pay council tax. The 
tax is attached to your mooring rather than to your boat. No mooring, no 

http://www.skype.com/intl/en-gb/get-skype/


council tax. 

If you have an official residential mooring, there’s a good chance you’ll have to 
pay council tax. I don’t pay any because my mooring doesn’t qualify. The 
mooring has to be for your boat’s exclusive residential use in order for tax to 
apply. My mooring isn’t mine exclusively. Calcutt Boats can move me to any 
other mooring in the marina at a moment’s notice if they choose. I hope they 
don’t. I’m rather fond of the position I’m in, but they can move me if they 
want.

If council tax does apply, it will be charged at the Band A rate for the parish 
where the mooring is located. In my case, if council tax was applied, I would 
have to pay £1,004.37 for Stratford-on-Avon’s parish of Stockton.

Television license

I don’t pay for a television license either. I have a television, but I don’t use it 
as one. I watch DVDs on it once or twice a week. It won’t receive a signal 
because it doesn’t have an aerial.

If you live full time on your boat and watch television on board, you probably 
need a license. You may be covered by the television license in your bricks and 
mortar home if you still have one, but not if you have someone living there 
who is watching television at the same time as you are. One license can’t be 
used to receive live broadcasts in two different geographical locations.

The current cost for a yearly colour license is £145.50

Pump Out

I don’t pay for these either! I have a cassette toilet so I have the pleasure of 
emptying my own waste into an Elsan point (an open drain) every three or four 
days.

Pump out toilets use a large waste tank that’s built into the boat. It’s often 
under the bed. Remember that while you’re drifting off to sleep lulled by what 
you think are gentle waves against the hull.

If you have a pump out toilet, you’ll have to take it to a pump out station 
periodically to have it emptied. How often will depend upon the size of the 
tank, the number of people on board and how often they use it. Many 



liveaboard boaters use public facilities as much as possible to save filling their 
own toilets.

The cost of a pump out at Caluctt Boats is currently £18.



Repairs & Maintenance
You now have a working knowledge of all of the costs that you're likely to incur 
as a narrowboat owner... apart from repairs and maintenance. It's a can of 
worms, but let's dive in.
 
The amount of repair and maintenance depends on a number of factors; how 
much you are able to do (or want to do) to your boat, your boat's age, the type 
of engine you have and the amount of cruising you do. 

The most single most expensive item of boat maintenance is painting. 

Painting

Your narrowboat is made of steel. If the steel isn't covered with adequate 
layers of paint, the steel will rust. If the steel rusts, not only will you own a less 
than pleasing looking boat, but you will be faced with some very expensive 
repair bills.

We had a boat moored in the marina last year that almost sunk. It hadn't been 
used, or even visited for many months. One of our fitters noticed that it was 
sitting very low in the water. He lifted the rear deck board to find water almost 
covering the engine. 

We managed to pull it out of the water (it almost turned turtle) to find that rust 
had eaten through from the engine bay to the outside of the hull. As it was, the 
owner was presented with an expensive bill to make the hull watertight again. 
But if our eagle eyed fitted hadn't spotted the problem, his boat would have 
had to be recovered from the bottom of the marina.

Most boat owners have their narrowboats painted by the professionals. They 
generally do a marvellous job. Windows are taken out to ensure that they get a 
watertight seal around the edges, many run and drip free coats of glossy paint 
are applied, coach lines are straight as an arrow, and the sign writing is a joy 
to behold. Perfection comes at a price though. If you work on £100 per foot 
you won't go far wrong.

I had to paint James recently after I had a new steel cabin fitted. The thought 
of spending in excess of £6,000 for a professional paint job filled me full of 



dread. That's not quite true. I didn't have that kind of money spare, so having 
someone paint it for me just wasn't an option. 

I decided to do the work myself. It's a long way off the sort of finish that a 
professional narrowboat painter would have achieved but I was very pleased 
with the work and I've receive very positive feedback from other moorers here. 
I also saved myself over £5,000. Here's an article I wrote about painting 
James. It includes a full list of the materials I used and how much they cost 
me.

Painting your boat doesn't have to cost you so much. Painting the steel is a 
necessity but painting it so that it's aesthetically appealing is not. I know of 
several narrowboat owners who don't care what others think about the way 
their boat looks, but they do care about their boats. One such owner is Alan 
Mason. He has a very unusual narrowboat. Actually it looks more like a stealth 
bomber. 

He has spent a great deal of money designing and fitting out the original 
narrowboat Valhalla and the recently completed wide beam Valhalla II. But he 
doesn't like to waste his money on paint. He claims that he paints his boat 
every year using just bitumen at a total cost of just £150.

Painting Your Hull

Every three or four years you need to apply a protective coating to your hull to 
protect it from corrosion. Of course, in order to paint the hull, you need to 
remove your boat from the water.  Removing your boat from the water and 
then putting it back in again once the work is completed will cost you £150 - 
£200

You can choose to either do the work yourself or ask a boatyard to do the work 
for you. You need to check the condition of the sacrificial anodes that are 
welded to your hull while the boat is out of the water. If replacements are 
needed, you will need to have them welded in place.

There are three parts to the hull blacking process. 

• Pressure washing the hull to remove any organic growth. Some DIY boat 
blackers try to do this with a stiff brush. The result is rarely satisfactory.

http://canalsriversandboats.blogspot.co.uk/2012/07/v-ii.html
http://canalsriversandboats.blogspot.co.uk/2012/07/v-ii.html
http://livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/living-on-a-narrowboat-articles/painting-a-narrowboat/
http://livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/living-on-a-narrowboat-articles/painting-a-narrowboat/


•  Wire brushing the hull to remove any loose bitumen and rust

•  Applying two or three coats of new bitumen.

Prices vary from business to business but as a guide you can expect to pay 
£400 - £600 for the blacking to be done for you which will include taking your 
boat out of the water and replacing it once the work is done. 

If you want to do the work yourself, you need to budget £150 - £200 for 
slipping the boat plus the cost of the bitumen and roller and maybe the hire of 
a pressure washer and wire brush plus the hire of the slipway/work are while 
you paint your boat.

Water Tank Painting

Some older and less expensive boats have steel, rather than stainless steel 
water tanks. Unless the insides of the tank are maintained and painted with an 
odourless waterproof paint, the inside of your tank will rust. Try to ensure that 
your boat is fitted with either a stainless steel or plastic water tank. You can 
paint the tank yourself but I promise you that it's not a task that you'll ever 
want to take on again. 

Water tanks are just large enough for an adult to climb into, but not really 
large enough to climb into and then carry out a day's hard labour. Not only do 
you have to paint the inside of the tank, you also have to remove any flaking 
paint and rust before you begin. It's easier to remove the debris with a 
powered wire brush, but the noise inside the tank is deafening. AND you'll end 
up looking like you've worked in a coal mine.

Engine Bay Painting

It's another dirty but very important occasional maintenance job. There's 
nearly always water in an engine bay and the engine bay is steel. The steel 
needs protecting. Again you can pay a boatyard to do the work for you (at 
anywhere between £25 and £40 an hour) or you can do the work yourself.



Engine Maintenance

Some boat owners are competent DIY engineers. They can wax lyrical about 
the component parts of their engine, when they need replacing and how to go 
about doing it. I'm not one of them. The type of engine you have in your boat 
should reflect your aptitude in that department. If like me, you're not sure 
what a dipstick looks like (apart from the guy moored next to you who turns his 
music system on full blast late at night) you need to make sure that you have a 
modern engine that needs a minimum of maintenance and that you can afford 
to pay someone to do the essential servicing.

A standard service will include changing or cleaning both oil and fuel filters and 
an oil change and possibly checking your drive shaft and stern gear. You can 
expect to pay two to three hours labour plus parts. Labour will cost you 
between £25 and £40 per hour.

The older your boat's engine, the more maintenance you'll need. Vintage 
engines may need a little TLC from a specialist marine engineer. Parts may be 
difficult to source and consequently very expensive.

Sundry Repair and Maintenance Work

You will always find work to do on your boat. I spent six months working at 
Calcutt Boats before I moved onto James. I used to marvel at the number of 
boat owners I saw around the marina spending whole days working in and on 
their boats. I put them firmly in the train spotter category and knew that, if I 
owned a boat, I would have far more important things to do with my time than 
spending endless hours working on it. 

Now I have a boat of my own. What do I do? I look forward to my days off so 
that I can work on the boat. I find the work very satisfying. I don't do any 
engine maintenance. The very thought fills me with dread. I need to rely on our 
engineers to advise me on the most basic maintenance work. But there's plenty 
of other stuff to do.

Most boat owners take pride in their narrowboat's appearance. You’ll probably 
be one of them. At the very least, your boat needs to be cleaned regularly. And 
then, once it's clean, maybe you'll think it needs polishing to protect the 
paintwork. Then, quite possibly, there's brass for you to polish. And while 



you're crawling about on the roof polishing the brass vent domes, maybe you'll 
remember that, in heavy rain, you get a trickle of water down your stove flu 
from the chimney collar. You'll have to seal the leak. That's your first free day 
taken care of before you consider doing anything inside.

I've just looked at my records for repair and maintenance expenses over the 
last twelve months. The total was just over £1,000. The amount is a little 
misleading because £450 was for a new cratch cover (Incidentally, if you are 
looking for a new cratch cover, I've just the man for you. The £450 that he 
charged me is about half the price that I would have paid just about anywhere 
else... and it comes with a five year guarantee). 

The £1,000 total can be further reduced because some of the expense was for 
rollers, trays, brushes etc in April when I painted James. Here's what I spent 
the rest on though; cutting two spare ignition keys, two new padlocks, a 
companion set (brush, shovel etc for the solid fuel stove). new bolts for the 
front door, a set of jump leads, a Chinese hat, a new Porta Potti (a bargain at 
£82.98), coat hooks for the engine room, sealant to cure the draught coming 
through the front doors, varnish and an eco friendly fluid to stop the toilet from 
smelling. 



Summary
Now you know what expenses you're likely to face when you buy your boat, the 
cost of renting a mooring, licensing your boat, updating your BSS certificate, 
insurance and ongoing utilities, repair and maintenance costs. I thought that, 
to complete the exercise, I would detail the actual costs that I've incurred over 
the last two years for you to use as a guide. Here they are: 

Purchase Costs

I refer to my boat, James, frequently in the articles I write for the site. If 
you've trawled through the site content you'll know that James is about 35 
years old and that when I first moved on board, she was in a poor state of 
repair. 

The Masonite roof and two of the cabin side panels on the weather side leaked 
like a sieve. The leaks had cause deep staining to some of the beautiful Parana 
pine cladding inside the cabin. The bathroom was almost unusable with the 
installed bath so small that it didn't hold enough water to wet the spiders that 
infested it. Water from the leaks had stained the curtains and soft furnishings 
throughout the cabin.

From the outside, James looked a mess. The roof had been installed in five 
panels and originally sealed along the four joins to keep the water out. The 
sealant had perished and been replaced with duct tape which was also peeling 
away. The hatches above the side and rear doors had been replaced at some 
stage with deck board which had warped and fitted very poorly, and the paint 
was peeling off everywhere. The gunnels had so much rust on them that 
walking along the side of the boat was like walking on a gravel beach.

The boat's 62' hull was sound though and James' cabin was well fitted out and 
had acres of storage space. The value at that time was estimated at £20,000.

Since then, James has been transformed. I've had the original Masonite over 
plated with steel, added another layer of insulation between the old and the 
new cabin sides, cleaned the rust off the gunnels and painted or blacked every 
surface outside. I've removed the stains from the pine inside and where stain 
removal wasn't possible, I've painted the woodwork with a custom paint to 
match the pine. James is now worth £35,000 - £40,000.



I didn't have a hull survey done when I bought her but I did have the boat 
taken out of the water to black the hull before the sale was confirmed. Our 
fitters and engineers agreed that, although the cabin roof and side and the 
gunnels were a mess, the hull was actually in very good condition. I was happy 
with their assessment.

Mooring Fees

James is moored in Calcutt Boat's Meadows marina. Marina berths aren't for 
everyone, but it suits me and my lifestyle. Cost £2,300

License, BSS & Insurance

License £826.88
Insurance £290
BSS certificate every four years £140  Budget £35 annually

Total £1,151.88

Utilities & Propulsion Fuel

Gas £265.40
Electricity £700
Coal £686.17
Water - Included in mooring fees
Broadband £350
Diesel £173.76

Total £2,175.33



Repair and Maintenance

General repairs and maintenance £1,051.06

Totals

Mooring fees £2,300
License, BSS & insurance £1,121.88
Utilities £1,632.92
Repairs and maintenance £1,051.56

Grand total £6,106.36 PA or £508.86 PCM

Variables

• Mooring Fees: If you are a continuous cruiser constantly travelling around 
the canal system, you won't need a permanent mooring so you won't 
incur the costs that I do. However, you may not want to spend the colder 
winter months on the cut. In fact, you may not be able to. If the canal is 
frozen you won't be able to travel. Canal, lock and bridge repairs are also 
carried out in the winter so you may not be able to travel because of 



closures. Many marinas will be able to offer you temporary winter 
moorings.

• License Fees: The shorter your boat, the less you pay (but the more 
you'll feel that you're living in a shoe box)

• Electricity: My electricity costs are too high. That's because (A) I have no 
secondary heating system on James so I have to rely on expensive-to-
run Dimplex electric heaters to keep the chill off and (B) I have no 
inverter yet on James so I have to rely on the marina mains supply to 
charge laptop, phone(s), shaver etc and to power speakers and 
television. On a "proper" liveaboard narrowboat you wouldn't need to 
connect to a shore electrical supply at all but the electricity expenses 
would be replaced by an increase in your boat's diesel costs.

• Coal: My expenditure on coal last winter was far less than the year 
before. Last winter was fairly mild compared with the previous year when 
night time lows of minus eighteen and daytime highs below freezing 
resulted in an expenditure of £420 on coal.

• Broadband: Because I'm still a social leper (bankrupt) I have to use a Pay 
As You Go broadband service. A twelve month contract with Three will 
allow you 15GB data per month (twice the maximum 7GB that I can get 
on PAYG) for just £15PCM or £180PA

• Repairs & Maintenance: Nearly half of the £1,051.56 total was for a new 
cratch cover. Another £90 was for rollers, brushes etc when I painted 
James in April

• Painting and blacking: You probably won't paint or black your boat 
yourself so you need to budget for having the work done for you. If you 
want to keep your paint work in reasonable condition, you need to 
consider having it done every 6-8 years. Blacking (and possible anode 
replacement) will need to be carried out every three to four years)

That's it then. You've reached the end of the guide. I sincerely hope that you've 
found the information useful and that the cost hasn't put you off owning and 
living on board a narrowboat. It truly is a wonderful way to live.

You can own your own floating home for as little as £20,000 or you can own a 



luxurious narrowboat built to your own specification for over £100,000. 

I have my eye on a Steve Hudson 62' custom built narrowboat which will cost 
me about £160,000. For the price of a small flat, I'll get a beautiful floating 
home fitted in solid English oak with all the bells and whistles of modern day 
life.

I'll be able to take my home almost anywhere on the canal and river network. 
I'll be able to travel from Guildford or Bristol in the south, head east as far as 
Cambridge, cruise up to Ripon in Yorkshire, or pop over to Lancaster just to the 
south of the lake district.

I'll be able to stop where I want and when I want and move again when I feel 
like it. I won't have to suffer noisy neighbours or unpleasant views. Four miles 
an hour isn't very fast, but it's quick enough to allow me to enjoy the ever 
changing scenery from my lounge window.

Who could ask for more?

If you think I've missed anything out, please let me know so that I can include 
the information for future readers. If you've found the information useful again, 
please let me know. I would love to hear from you. 

mailto:paul.smith@livingonanarrowboat.co.uk?subject=A%20comment%20about%20your%20%22Narrowboat%20Costs%22%20Series
mailto:paul.smith@livingonanarrowboat.co.uk?subject=A%20comment%20about%20your%20%22Narrowboat%20Costs%22%20Series


More from Paul Smith...

In January 2013 I added an web based narrowboat budget calculator to the 
site, Narrowbudget.

Narrowbudget is the perfect partner to this guide if you want to establish once 
and for all how much a narrowboat is going to cost you to buy and then 
maintain. You can tailor the application to match your own needs. You can 
compare the costs to maintain a narrowboat used for recreational cruising, as a 
floating home on a static mooring or as a nomad, cruising the network 
constantly stopping where and when you choose.

Narrowbudget comes in two flavours; the Standard edition which is free to use 
for all site subscribers, and the Gold edition. The Standard version guides you 
through the buying process, highlighting areas of expenditure that you may not 
have considered and then progresses through all the different categories of 
narrowboat expenditure.

Narrowbudget starts by asking what capital you have available to buy your 
boat and what regular income you will receive to help pay for the running 
costs. You are then guides through boat purchase costs, mooring fees, diesel 
costs, utilities and repairs and maintenance. Then you have to option to enter 
expenses which, although not directly associated with your narrowboat's 
running costs, need to be considered as part of your overall expenditure. 

You can add your car's running costs. Most narrowboat owners have one, even 
those who constantly cruise the network. Then there's your day to day living 
costs; food and drink, clothing, dentists, doctors and opticians, eating out and 
other forms of entertainment, Christmas and birthday presents and, if you need 
to take a break from your boat, an occasional holiday.

You may also need to enter house expenses in addition to your narrowboat's 
outgoings. There's a section for that too. In fact, there are expense categories 
for very area of your life but in case I've missed one or two, you can also add 
your own expense items to the application.

All of the information you add to the application is displayed in chart form in 



the Dashboard area.

The image above shows one of the three Dashboard charts. The monthly 



income and expenses chart displays an overview of your monthly income and 
expenses and allows you to drill down into each category.

Narrowbudget is the only budget application that you will find that's been 
developed specifically for narrowboat owners. It quickly and easily establishes 
how much narrowboat ownership is going to cost you.

The Gold edition allows you to create and save an unlimited number of your 
own workbooks. You can start with an empty workbook or create a new 
workbook based on one of the two ready completed workbooks built into the 
application. The first workbook is my own expenditure, in all categories, for my 
own narrowboat, James. 

I live on my boat but I have to stay in one location so that I can work. I need 
to pay residential mooring fees but I don't incur any of the costs that I would if 
I was constantly cruising. 

The second supplied workbook is a full year's expenses for constant cruisers 
Debbie and James on board their narrowboat Lois Jane. They enjoy a lifestyle 
that many narrowboat owners crave. They spend all of their time cruising the 
network at a very leisurely pace. They travel just ten miles each week!

Narrowbudget Gold is also supplied with two of my own guides; Living on a 
Narrowboat: The REAL Cost of a Life Afloat (this guide) and Living on a 
Narrowboat: 21 Liveaboard Case Studies. 

Narrowbudget Gold sells for £19.95 but, as you've bought this guide, I would 
like to offer it to you for just £9.95. You can read more about the application 
here, but please don't use the purchase link on the site. If you would like to 
take advantage of the half price offer you must use this link  .  

http://products.livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/narrowboat-budget-software/
http://products.livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/narrowboat-budget-software/
https://www.paypal.com/cgi-bin/webscr?cmd=_s-xclick&hosted_button_id=GW3PXXRRS6ZYY
http://products.livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/liveaboard-case-studies/
http://products.livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/liveaboard-case-studies/
http://livingonanarrowboat.co.uk/liveaboard-case-studies/a-case-study-of-liveaboard-narrowboat-lois-jane/
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