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Adapting an existing marina  
to accommodate superyachts
by Robert Wilkes

The odds are good that marketing 
conditions that existed when your 
marina was built have changed. 
You may have a ‘problem child,’ 
a section of the marina that is 
underperforming. Or you may 
suspect there is an opportunity you 
could capture if you could repurpose 
part of your marina. 

You’re not alone. Around the 
world, owners are adapting their 
facilities to welcome superyachts, 
and it’s paying off. In some cases 
a marina’s existing floats can 
be reconfigured and reused 
without additional piling, and this 
usually avoids reliving the lengthy 
permitting process. 

Why superyachts?
 Superyachts may offer the promise 
of increased revenues and improved 
brand caché. The prestige of 
becoming a superyacht marina can 
make your marina more competitive 
and allow you to charge more. 
Revenue from large yachts may be 

more consistent than vacancy-prone 
small slips. Marinas that cater to larger 
boats can expect higher revenues from 
fuel sales, supplies and services. They 
are also unlikely to be burdened with 
derelict or abandoned vessels.

There are limitations. Reliable 
channel and basin depth, manoeuvring 
room and ample electrical power are 
required.  480V 3-phase is essential, 

as captains do not 
like to run generators 
in port.  High-speed, 
high-capacity 
refuelling nearby is an 
asset.

I spoke to operators 
at four marinas who 
created superyacht 
mooring without 
starting from scratch. 
You might be able to 
do the same and it 
may be easier than 
you think.

Elliott Bay 
Marina, Seattle, 
Washington, 
USA
Seattle, Washington, 
the ‘Emerald City,’ 
rises from Elliott 
Bay in Puget Sound. 
Although far from the 

typical superyacht axis from Florida 
to the Med, the area attracts owners 
in search of adventure in the wilds of 
British Columbia and Alaska.

Elliott Bay Marina opened in 1991 
with 1,200 slips of 33 to 62ft (10 to 
19m). The city was starved for slips 
and the marina was an immediate 
success. Two decades later the owners 

SUPERYACHT FACILITIES

G-Dock at Marina 
Bay Yacht Harbor, 
once a storage point 
for derelict boats, 
has become side-tie 
moorage for large 
vessels.

Silo Marina in Auckland, a superyacht-
focused sister facility for Westhaven 

Marina, opened to immediate success 
in 2012 and was expanded in 2014.
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recognised the need to reconsider the 
slip mix. “The 2008 financial crises 
depressed the moorage market,” 
said Brian Kaloper, harbourmaster, 
“especially for our  39ft (12m) slips.  
Many of those were vacant six to eight 
months a year.”  

Kaloper and Dwight Jones, general 
manager, saw a trend. Superyachts 
stay for a long time. “We thought larger 
boats would provide more consistent 
revenue,” said Kaloper, “and we charge 
by the length of the dock not the length 
of the boat.”

Bellingham Marine, the general 
contractor for the original marina, was 
consulted and developed a simple 
conversion. Five 39ft (12m) slips were 
selected as a test of concept. “We 
disconnected the finger piers and joined 
them in parallel to the main walk,” said 
Rob Rasmussen, general manager 
of Bellingham Marine’s Northwest 
Division. “The resulting 14ft (4.3m) wide 
main walk is stronger and more stable. 
Some finger-pier piling was removed 
but no additional piling was needed.” 

Unifloat docks have timber walers 
attached by through-rods threaded on 
the ends and locked in place with nuts.  
“The through-rod channels of the main 
walk and finger pier modules lined up 
perfectly,” said Rasmussen. “With new, 
longer through-rods we could make 
them one solid unit.”

“Finger piers were in 10ft (3m) 
modules,” said Kaloper, “and that 
gave us enormous flexibility to fit it all 
together. Elliott Bay Marina already 
supplied 480V 3-phase power so no 
power modifications were needed.”

“We had a superyacht on our dock 
three hours after we opened,” said 

Kaloper. “With it came better revenue, 
so we reconfigured more docks. All 
told, 32 of our old 39ft (12m) slips 
were eliminated to make longer 
berths.” Elliott Bay Marina can now 
accommodate ten superyachts as 
follows: two at 328ft (100m), three at 
102 to 164ft (31 to 50m) and five at 78 
to 98ft (24 to 30m).  Maximum draft is 
19.6ft (6m). 

Customer service adapted to 
the demands of large yachts and 
professional crews. “We learned to 
be more flexible and more fluid,” said 
Kaloper. “We became a concierge 
operation for our superyacht guests. 
That raised the level of service for all 
guests.” 

The new docks have drawn boats 
from far and wide. “We have yachts 
coming up the coast from the Panama 
Canal and staying a year,” said 
Kaloper. “We had a boat moor with us 
from Alaska that originated in Nova 
Scotia. The owner came by way of the 
Northwest Passage.” 

Marina Bay Yacht Harbor 
(MBYH), Richmond, CA, USA
MBYH is located at the north end 
of San Francisco Bay in Richmond, 
California, next to Berkeley. “When 
they built this marina 30 years ago,” 
said Steve Orosz, harbourmaster, “we 
had 300 slips 29.5ft (9m) and smaller. 
Needless to say, the market moved on.”

The problem was G-Dock, a 
combination of 29.5ft (9m) and 36ft 
(11m) slips just 12ft (3.7m) in width and 
oriented crosswind. G-Dock had high 
vacancy rates despite discounted rates. 
“We began to store derelict boats on 
G-Dock and maintenance was falling 

behind,” said Orosz. “It was time to 
make a change.”

Despite the affluence of the area, 
there is a shortage of large slips. “Over 
the years we’ve had enquiries from 
large-boat owners looking for space,” 
said Orosz. “So we turned G-Dock into 
a side-tie moorage for superyachts.” 

“The new dock solves the crosswind 
problem,” said Orosz. “One thing is sure. 
The changes will give us enormous 
flexibility and we anticipate better 
revenues than what we had before.”

San Francisco is known for culture 
and Italian food but not for superyachts. 
Orosz planned accordingly. “We 
targeted smaller superyachts,” said 
Orosz, “around 98ft (30m); although 
we can moor larger. Again, we love the 
flexibility. If we don’t have a 98ft boat we 
can tie two at 49ft (15m), and we have 
more places to put multi-hulls.”

In a manner similar to Elliott Bay 
Marina, G-dock was converted by 
disconnecting finger piers and bolting 
them alongside the main walk. The 
30-year old electric system needed 
upgrading in any case. MBYH installed 
a robust power system with more power 
from shore. 

“The simplicity of the waler system 
was crucial,” said Orosz. “The through-
rod channels lined up. If the docks had 
been cable or hinge connected it would 
have been too costly and difficult to 
reconfigure.”

MBYH has a five-year contract to 
host the on-the-water portion of a new 
boat show called Strictly Sail Pacific on 
G-Dock. “A complete renovation would 
be the ideal,” said Orosz. “This was a 
practical step we could do right away.”

SUPERYACHT FACILITIES

Brand new superyacht docks at Hamilton Island Marina in the Whitsundays, Queensland, are supported by VIP concierge and guest services.
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Westhaven Marina, 
Auckland, New Zealand
Westhaven Marina has two sister 
marinas named Viaduct and Silo, 
all publicly owned by the Auckland 
Council. Panuku Development 
Auckland develops and manages 
NZ $1 billion in land, buildings and 
marinas for the Council. With more 
than 2,000 slips, Westhaven and 
its sisters form the largest marina 
in the southern hemisphere.  

Silo, the newest, was built in 
2012 entirely for superyachts. 
An unlikely name for a luxury 
superyacht marina, Silo is at the 
site of a wharf and cement plant, 
now a park. 

Dedicated superyacht facilities 
are frequently privately owned. 
Rybovich in Florida and YCCS 
Costa Smeralda come to mind. 
The economic, political and social 
reasons for that I leave to the 
reader, but clearly the Auckland 
Council intends to capitalise on 
superyacht opportunities. Silo 
opened in 2012 to immediate 
success and was expanded in 
2014. There are side-tie berths from 
50m (164ft) to 140m (459ft) with 1m 
(3.2ft) freeboard and a 1,000A power 
system. 

“The New Zealand marine industry 
approached us about the need for 
superyacht moorage above 50m (164ft),” 
said Tom Warren, general manager 
marinas. “The wharf at the old cement 
plant was identified and the cement 
plant relocated to allow for a marina. We 
built a trial with four floating superyacht 
berths. That filled up straightaway, and 
more large vessels wanted moorage 
than we could supply. We built additional 
berths and now have eleven at 90m 
(295ft), with the flexibility to cater to 
a 140m (459ft) superyacht, which we 
have done. We have secured funds to 
reconfigure one pier to 137m (449ft).”

Why all the interest in taking 
superyachts to Auckland? “Vessels 
cruising the South Pacific need a place 
to shelter from November to March 
during hurricane season,” said Warren. 
“Many have been at sea a long time 
and need work, engine work or to 
rebuild generators. Sailing vessels need 
their rigs pulled. We have Southern 
Spars as a tenant, one of the best.” 

“New Zealand is boating mad,” he 
continued, “so the boating infrastructure 
and the cruising possibilities are 

endless. Given the tense world 
situation, New Zealand is a safe place 
to take a superyacht. We have an 
experienced management team with 
lots of boating experience, and we 
listen to the market. We’re pitching 
Auckland as the site for the 2018 
ICOMIA World Marina Conference.”

Hamilton Island Marina, 
Queensland, Australia
Hamilton Island, the largest inhabited 
island in the Whitsundays, is located 
in the heart of the Great Barrier Reef. 
First developed in the early 1980s, 
the island was purchased in 2003 by 
Australian winemaker, yachtsman and 
philanthropist Bob Oatley. A series 
of redevelopment projects included 
new infrastructure, hotels, private 
living communities, a yacht club and 
a PGA championship golf course. 
Environmental systems were installed 
to sustain the pristine environment. 

A 251-berth marina was developed in 
the well-protected harbour in the early 
1980s. 

Hamilton Island is now a fully 
integrated resort, the largest in 
Australasia. The Audi Hamilton Island 
Race Week yacht regatta takes place 
in August. It is the only island inside the 
Barrier Reef with its own commercial 
airport. 

Slips varied from 12m (39ft) 
to 40m (131ft) but, as in other 
places, boats became larger. 
“We had an 82% occupancy 
rate,” said David Boyd, 
general manager operations. 
“Vacancies were mostly in 
the smaller slips and we were 
turning away people for larger 
slips. We reconfigured smaller 
slips to build larger ones.”

Jon Hatton, engineer and 
project manager, added, “we 
are an Australian version 
of a superyacht marina but 
without 100m (328ft) boats as 
in the Mediterranean. A 40m 
(131ft) boat is a superyacht 
in our market. We have a tidal 
range in the Whitsundays 
of about 5m (16.4ft), so 
Med-moorage would have 

been impossible.  We installed Unifloat 
concrete floating docks with long, deep 
piling.” 

“We have eight new 40m (131ft)-long 
by 11m (36ft)-wide berths with finger 
piers,” Hatton continued. “The new 
docks opened last week. We increased 
electrical service throughout the marina 
to provide power for larger boats. We’re 
in a protected harbour and we don’t see 
much wave action, so the freeboard in 
the new slips is 400mm (15.7 inches) to 
match the rest of the marina.” 

“Guests can land at our airport and 
within five minutes be on their boat,” 
said Boyd. “There are seven flights per 
day to Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane 
and Cairns. We’ll pick guests up at the 
airport, help them provision and book 
their activities. We treat our marina 
guests with personalised attention the 
same as VIP hotel guests.”

Boyd estimates that 80 to 90% of his 
marina guests are Australians and the 
rest international visitors. “Australians 
will travel a thousand miles and leave 
their vessels here for the season,” 
said Boyd. “Some leave them year-
round.” He predicts the new superyacht 
moorings will increase the number of 
international visitors. 
Robert Wilkes writes about the marina 
industry from his home in Bellevue, 
Washington, USA.
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A test concept to replace five 
smaller slips with superyacht 
docks at Elliott Bay Marina 
was such a success that 
32 slips have now been 
reconfigured.


