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Equilibrium  

A watershed moment in the surf industry  

 

The Surf Industry is a made up of many businesses that sell a wide range of surf goods and services, 
but they all sell, in the first instance, surf culture. It is due to the existence of surf culture that there is 
a marketplace in which surf brands are able to compete. Their individual success depends not just on 
their competitiveness within this ecosystem, but the health of the ecosystem itself, which ultimately 
depends on the appeal of, and attraction to, surf culture by the general public. 

The main actors are the big surfwear brands, who wield influence over the direction and 
sustainability of many smaller surf businesses, largely through their domination (and in many cases, 
ownership) of the retail space. The actions of the big surfwear brands, therefore, affect the entire surf 
industry, and this is the lens through which we should be analysing the watershed moment of 
Quiksilver’s recent acquisition of Billabong.  

It could be argued that the QuikaBong deal is a bellwether for a slow and ongoing 
consolidation in the surf industry, which is paying the price for its failure to tend to the maintenance 
and dissemination of authentic surf culture. The strong tailwinds of the 80’s and 90’s, driven by the 
public’s infatuation with surf culture, is over and a new equilibrium is in the process of being reached. 
Equilibrium, in an economic sense is the point at which supply meets demand, and as a result, prices 
stabilise. The interplay between demand, supply and price, is an ongoing process of adjustment that 
continues until a happy medium (equilibrium) is reached. The consolidation of two of surfing’s largest 
surf brands is a clear sign that surf culture is losing its appeal.  

Maybe it’s time to ask ourselves some hard questions: What are the major surfwear brands 
doing about preserving the integrity and authenticity of surf culture? Has surf marketing become a 
short game, focussed on sales and brand differentiation, without consideration for the fundamental 
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driver of the industry - the integrity and authenticity of surf culture? Has the business of surfing lost 
its surf-centred value system? 

QuikaBong sounds a timely reminder to the surf industry heavy-hitters that the long-term 
sustainability of their business relies, at least in part, on a collective responsibility to maintain the 
authenticity and integrity of surf culture, because this is the ultimate driver of demand. Chasing the 
non-surfing consumer requires a pervasive and watered-down message that connects with the 
masses, but alienates the core, and erodes the value of surf culture. Gotcha founder Mike Tomson 
said in the early 90’s that “size is the enemy of cool”. This is a sage warning about the consequences 
of the pervasive commodification of surfing. It’s a reminder to the industry to look beyond its own 
brand bubble and consider the bigger picture. In other words, look after the eco system, and all those 
within it will thrive. 

 


