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Ray Wilson...
A Pioneer in Self Storage Stats

Gathering data about the self storage industry for almost four decades

By John Dunlap

Ray Wilson remembers doing charts of the self storage
industry when there really wasn’t very much there. The
lack of data didn’t make the job any easier. But those early
appraisals of a fledgling industry paved the way for Wilson
to become one of the true experts (and historians) of self
storage. He has literally seen it all.

Now, Wilson runs Self Storage Data Services, which he
formed in 1992 for the purpose of publishing statistics
on the self storage sector just like what is published on
all other real estate sectors. He had been involved with
self storage since 1972, when the stores were called mini-
warehouses and most were located on the edge of town.
But it was a fortuitous job that brought him into the busi-
ness and kept him there for nearly four decades.

“In about 1972, a developer engaged the firm I was working

for to appraise a ‘mini-warehouse, as self storage was
referred to back then,” says Wilson. “It was the second
facility the developer had built and they were having
difficulty obtaining financing. For the next four years, I
was assigned the task of appraising all the facilities the
developer, Public Storage, Inc., built. When I opened my
own firm, Charles R. Wilson & Associates, Inc., in 1976,
Public Storage followed me—and they continue to use my
services to this day”

Virtually his entire professional career has been spent
analyzing self storage investments. In addition to Public
Storage, he has worked with many

the investment trends in self storage. But he still enjoys
thinking back to the early days.

“In the early years, most people had not heard of self
storage and there were very few facilities you could look
to for guidance on rental rates, occupancy, expenses and
sale prices,” Wilson says. “In that respect, it was harder
to appraise them. In the early 1980s, my firm surveyed
every major market in America to develop an inventory
of all existing facilities. There weren’t very many and all
had waiting lists of tenants wanting to store their goods.
Back then, all facilities were financially feasible and those
that did sell typically reflected a 10 percent capitalization
rate, regardless of the quality, condition or location of the
facility, and that made appraising them easy”

The Evolution of an Industry

Now, 38 years later, what sort of things have stood out to
Wilson in considering the self storage landscape?

“The development of the self storage industry has been a
lot like the way the hotel industry developed. There was a
great amount of consolidation in the hotel industry after
the great depression and I believe we will start seeing more
consolidation as a result of the small investors not having
de-leveraged their balance sheets and their inability to
access low cost capital. The same thing happened in the

hotel industry”

other prominent organizations,
including the SSA. “The SSA has
played a major role in bringing self
storage from the cottage industry
it was 35 years ago to becoming
a widely-recognized property
sector;” said Wilson. “The SSA has
provided a much needed forum for
the exchange of ideas and sharing
of experiences. In doing so, it has
helped raise the public’s awareness
to the benefit of self storage”

Two years ago, Wilson sold his
appraisal practice to Integra Realty
Resources — Metro LA, so that he
could focus full-time on tracking
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“Most people think of our industry

as being fragmented, however,
when you consider that most
investment grade facilities are
located in the nation’s 50 largest
markets, and that the self storage
REITs control approximately 30
percent of the total net rentable
area in those markets, you realize
itis not as fragmented as everyone
thinks”

What were some of the seminal
changes that took place in self
storage that caused it to be such
a successful and growing industry
over the years?

See Ray Wilson, page 50
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Ray Wilson, from page 48

“The formation of self storage real estate investment trusts
(REITs) in the mid-1990s was a major turning point for
this industry,” Wilson says. “It brought awareness to Wall
Street and lenders became more willing to finance them.
This, however, also made the general public more aware
and as a result, the industry went from having thousands
of households for every existing storage unit to today
having less than ten households

The Good and the Bad

Given that Wilson has seen self storage grow and survive
economic changes, he is absolutely frank in his assessment
of the good and bad aspects of the industry today. On
the upside, he likes how today’s owners and operators are
willing to change with the times.

“I find it encouraging to see how owners are dealing with
the reality that, as a result

for every existing storage unit.

“The status quo is not acceptable...the level of
management has to rise to the occasion and find
ways to continue driving revenue.”

“The awareness by zoning and
building departments that self
storage needed to be located on
the major boulevards and not
buried at the end of an indus-

of having satisfied pent-up
demand, it is not just a new
ball game it is a ‘game change,”
he says. “They are realizing that
status quo is not acceptable. The
level of management has to rise
to the occasion and find ways

~ Ray Wilson
Cedar Storage Southeast LLC

trial street was also a critical
turning point”

“Another notable change has been in the design and quality
of construction,” Wilson adds. “With building departments’
acceptance of self storage came stricter building require-
ments. Today, we no longer see two-story, walk-up wood
frame stucco construction. As competition grew, devel-
opers found it necessary to add more amenities to attract
tenants, and thus we saw increased security measures and
the addition of storage-related ancillary services”

to continue driving revenue. It
is a challenge for owners to learn how to set rental rates
like the hotel and airline industries, but they are finding
ways to do it”

On the flip side, Wilson is concerned that perhaps too
many people have come into the industry too quickly and
crowded the marketplace with too many facilities.

“The single biggest concern I have relates to the level of over
building and over financing,” Wilson says. “The industry
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has satisfied the pent-up demand we have been building
toward for the past 40-plus years and now owners are
feeling the impact of the recession like never before. Self
storage revenues started to decline way back in 2006, yet
investors continued to pay more and more, and now we
are seeing a bubble for the first time in the history of the
industry. Foreclosures are increasing due to the many
investors who over paid and over financed their facilities
in the last four years”

“Looking toward the future, I can see this industry evolving
into two distinct segments,” Wilson concludes. “One
segment will involve the public companies (and there will
be more of them) and the largest private operators who
will have access to the capital. This segment of the industry

will take self storage to the next level. Su p p I ie rs Are Now
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