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The Palm Beach Boat Show opens today, and Mark Lassila is ready.

His salesmen have been in training for three days. His manufacturers have slashed prices. His loan officer is on site with instant approvals.

And his crew has moved in more than 55 vessels to set up one of the largest displays at the 22-year-old show.

Lassila's Marine Connection expects to sell a couple of hundred boats at the show. That is about one-third of an entire year of sales, all in four days.

"This is our Super Bowl," he said. "We're going there to sell boats, not just showcase. We come here to deal."

And among the show's sea of boat dealers vying for the expected 40,000 showgoers' attention, Lassila, 39, says he has an edge.

Marine Connection is the first, and so far the only, boat dealer in Palm Beach County to be industry-certified. It's part of a national program to improve customer service, and thus boost boat sales.

After nearly two decades of lagging sales, the marine industry launched the "Grow Boating" initiative last year to draw people into boating. The $50 million, three-year effort includes certification programs for boat builders and dealers and is aimed at creating uniform standards in quality and service.

Last summer, Marine Connection became the 37th certified dealer in the country. The voluntary program requires dealers to meet a series of standards for their sales processes, facilities and employee training.

"Having that certification on our dealership kind of reminds of us what we're supposed to be," Lassila said. "We're constantly trying to make it a more pleasant experience for the customer."

The dealer also participates in the Customer Satisfaction Index, surveys that go out to every customer who buys a boat or comes in for service.

Historically, the recreational boating industry has been more focused on sales than service. The Grow Boating effort, led by the Chicago-based National Marine Manufacturers Association, is working to turn the tide.

"A common note from the consumer was that he wasn't getting treated right when he was buying a boat or getting service," said Phil Keeter, president of the Marine Retailers Association of America in Oak Park, Ill. "We want to make it a uniform experience."

To date, 483 boat dealerships are enrolled in the certification program, with 210 completed, Keeter said.

John Weekes has bought four boats from Marine Connection during the past four years, from an 18-foot bay boat to a 28-foot cruiser.

"I just found them to be remarkably different than most boat dealerships," said Weekes, 52, a mortgage banker from Boynton Beach who has owned boats during the past 30 years. "Their concern for the customer before, during and after the sale stands out."

Marine Connection's efforts recently landed it at No. 43 on Boating Industry magazine's list of the Top 100 Dealers, which recognizes service, marketing and professionalism.

Lassila started Marine Connection in 1987 in Lake Worth. He moved the business to West Palm Beach 2 1/2 years ago, expanding into the 14,000-square-foot facility on South Military Trail.

It has more than 300 boats in stock, from six lines of new boats, a mix of cruising and fishing boats ranging in price from $15,000 to $200,000.

The dealership sold more than 600 boats last year, its high, Lassila said.

South Florida dealers often buck the declining national sales trend, with credit going to a year-round season, a plethora of waterways and many larger boats.

Small and mid-size boat sales have been hardest hit, which makes Lassila's success an asterisk in a slowing market, Keeter said.

"He's not an industry average," he said. "He's working hard at it."
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Marine Connection
Owner: Mark Lassila Location: 2807 S. Military Trail, West Palm Beach Employees: 23 Product: Six brands of family and fishing boats, ranging in price from $15,000 to $200,000 Manufacturers: Polar, Hurricane, Sweetwater, Sanpan, Sailfish and Pioneer Sales: More than 600 units in 2006 Online: www.marineconnection.com

If you go
What: 22nd annual Palm Beach Boat Show Display: More than$350 million worth of boats and accessories Locations: Downtown West Palm Beach along Flagler Drive between Banyan and Fern streets; Palm Beach County Convention Center, 650 Okeechobee Blvd. Hours: Today, noon to 7 p.m.; Friday and Saturday, 10 a.m. to 7 p.m.; Sunday, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Tickets: Adults, $12; children ages 6 to 12, $4; under 6, free Parking: Municipal lots and garages, convention center, CityPlace garage. Free shuttle buses will run betweenshow sites. Showgoers can come by boat and dock just south of the in-water display. Information: (954) 764-7642 or (800) 940-7642; www.show-management.com
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