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	Self-Storage Madness
April 25, 2007


The self-storage business is booming!! They are building new large self-storage buildings all over the islands.  They just opened a big self-storage building in Waipo close to Costco.  They are building a 171,000 square-foot "upscale" facility in Kaimuki with a local artist's mosaics gracing the walls.  They are tearing down a shopping center near Waikiki to build an 8-story self-storage center. What is going on here? Why are so many people paying big bucks to store their stuff?   That is the question that keeps going through my mind and I have no answer.  I have never used a self-storage unit in my whole life (and I'm old) and I don't ever plan to use one.  I take my excess junk to the dump.  The only situation where I can see a person needing a self-storage unit would be during the process of moving to a new house and then only for a month or two.  But that is not the case for most self-storage renters.  People today just have too many possessions and refuse to throw anything away.  It's crazy!  Most of these people end up storing these "valuable" possessions until they die and then their children inherit the storage unit bill. Most of these children can't afford a self-storage unit and will keep a few things and throw away the rest.  If there is nobody to inherit the unit or nobody to pay the monthly rent, the self-storage company will auction off all of your possessions to the highest bidder.  You did know that you have to sign a contract stating that if you fail to make your monthly payments, the storage company takes over ownership of all of the items in your self-storage unit?  This has bred a new high-tech scavenger who buys your possessions cheap, rents your old unit for a month or two, and sells everything on eBay.  It makes no sense to me.

When I was a kid growing up in Utah, there were no self-storage facilities.  Later, a few started popping up on the west side of Salt Lake City in the most "seedy" areas of town.  Rows and rows of single story "ugly" storage units were being built in open fields where nobody wanted the land.  I figured the only people renting these units were the criminals who needed a place to store their stolen goods, drugs, and a few bodies they didn't know what to do with.  Then they built a self-storage facility two blocks down the road from our house in Pleasant Grove.  That was when I realized that maybe we didn't live in the most desirable section of town.  In the early years when they developed most of the towns in Utah, the flat valley land was the most valuable because it could be farmed. The land up on the foothills by the mountains remained undeveloped and unwanted.  Then in the last 20 years or so, everything has changed.  Now, most all of the big houses and the most valuable land are up on the hills and most of the farm land in the valley has disappeared.  If I had been a little smarter, I would have purchased the land up by the foothills and been a millionaire a long time ago.  Today, there are about 50,000 self-storage facilities scattered around the nation, according to the Self-storage Association, double the number of a decade ago.  I just looked at the Hawaiian Telcom Yellow Pages and counted over 50 self-storage facilities on the island of Oahu.  These units are not cheap either - a small unit costs over a $100, a medium size unit cost around $300, and a larger unit costs over $500 a month.  I used to rent a house for less then that.

The Kapiolani Shopping Plaza at the corner of Kapiolani Boulevard and McCully Avenue was sold to the Lock Up Development Corporation for about $7.2 million.  This shopping center was built in 1983 and until recently housed about a dozen tenants, including Al Phillips the Cleaner Inc., Supercuts, an Indonesian restaurant and Rent-a-Center.  Some of the neighbors in the adjacent 11-story Ala Wai Manor residential building are not happy about this new proposed building.  They say that the new Lock Up storage building will obstruct the view, block the trade winds, construction might damage their building, and the new building is ugly. This eight-story storage building is all part of a self-storage boom on Oahu - about a dozen facilities have been built in the past six years, including a waterfront one in Hawaii Kai.  That is just great – now people will be bringing their junk to the self-storage place by boat.  
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Yes, Americans are storing more stuff than ever.  Your average per capita share of the great American self-storage empire is four square feet.  One in 11 households owns self-storage space – an increase of some 75 percent from 1995.  Operators from self-storage facilities report over 90 percent occupancy with an average stint among renters of 15 months.  One reason for self-storage’s popularity clearly has something to do with our mobility – the average American will change residences 11 times in his or her life time.  The high divorce rate in the United States also helps their business.  But the biggest reason for self-storage in this country is American consumerism.  No other country in the world spends as much on consumer goods.  Americans take great pleasure from owning things and we want more and more stuff even when we can’t use what we already have.  At some point, we realize that we own more bread machines, plastic lawn chairs, and treadmills than anyone could use in a lifetime.  We have things that we can’t live with, and yet can’t seem to live without.  This creates a storage dilemma that makes the self-storage owners very happy.
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Despite their popularity, self-storage facilities have always had a bit of an image problem. Compared to their size and infrastructural requirements—they bring few jobs or sales-tax benefits to towns. They tend not to be particularly aesthetically pleasing, and their marginal location, as well as the transitory nature of their "product," has long cast a dark shadow on the people using them and the industry itself.  This is not the picture of self-storage the industry wants you to have, of course. They want you to know that today's self-storage spaces are increasingly upscale with landscaping boasting 30-foot waterfalls, air conditioning, and architecture that is, as one builder put it, "like walking into a custom home." Self-storage now boasts 55-degree wine cellars, as well as capacious berths for RVs and yachts, since many homeowners associations now have restrictions against parking such things in driveways.
I still don’t understand why but like our possessions, self-storage is clearly here to stay and nothing is going to change that.  “You can’t take it with you,” as the proverb begins – but you can certainly find a place to stash it away.
Here is my advice on when to use self-storage and what to do with your excess possessions.  
1. Only use self-storage when you are moving or have to get some things out of the house for a short period of time.  It is better to use a self-storage unit instead of asking (burdening) your family and friends to hold things for you.

2. Only buy things you really need.  If you have more money than you know what to do with, give it to your kids or give it to the homeless or give it to charity or give it to me.

3. Buy a safe to keep your valuables in.  As far as I’m concerned, anything else you might have is disposable.  Hold a garage sale to get rid of excess items or leave them at curbside for the city’s bulk item pickup.
4. Better yet, cleanup your house and yard and take your junk to the dump.
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The above mosaics were painted by local artist Leah Rigg and will grace the new self-storage place in Kaimuki.  I like these pictures but can’t she find a better place to display her art then at a self-storage facility?
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An artist’s picture of the Lock Up self-storage building planned for the corner of McCully Street and Kapiolani Boulevard.








