TALKING SHOP
Enjoying Harbour Bridge views and
just minutes from the Sydney city centre,
Rushcutters Bay has 107 berths and is
described as the jewel in the d’Albora
crown.

Brett Bolton

and operation of the marinas and
for acquisition programmes that
tendered offers on new properties.

Adding value and
adapting to trends
Brett Bolton, CEO of d’Albora Marinas, heads up the largest marina group in
Australia. Speaking to Robert Wilkes from his office at d’Albora headquarters
in Sydney, Bolton discusses innovation, strategy, customer service and
branding.
Brett Bolton has held a number
of high profile management roles in
some of the largest recreation and
marina companies in Australia and
New Zealand. He started in the marine
sector 15 years ago in reef tourism as
operations manager with Sun Lover
Cruises in Cairns. Sun Lover takes as
many as 600 tourists at a time on large,
high-speed catamarans to the Great
Barrier Reef for snorkeling adventures.

headquartered in Brisbane. Ariadne
owned four marinas in Queensland,
New South Wales and New Zealand,
including Orams Marine Village in
Auckland. Bolton was responsible
for master planning, redevelopment

In 2011 Bolton was engaged
by McGrathNicol to take Horizon
Shores in Queensland, one of the
largest marinas in Australia, out of
receivership. “The marina has 500
wet, 350 dry slips, 200-trailer storage
and a haul out facility,” said Bolton. “It
was a business with many moving parts
and new challenges on a daily basis.”
In July, 2014, he began his current
role as CEO of d’Albora Marinas.
D’Albora operates seven sites in and
around Sydney and Melbourne. The
company founder, Jeff d’Albora, sold
the property in 2000 to what was then
Macquarie Leisure and is now Ardent
Leisure Ltd, a billion dollar multifaceted
recreation company listed on the
Australia Stock Exchange. In addition
to marinas, the company operates
theme parks, health clubs and bowling
facilities.

In 2003 Bolton was named manager
of the marina serving tourism in Cairns.
The facility had just completed a major
redevelopment. “It was like a startup,”
said Bolton. “We had to hire and train
the staff and plan operations and
maintenance for a new, larger facility.
Daily traffic included 50 tour boats and
3,000 tourist passengers. We attracted
many superyachts in the 50m (164ft)
to 75m (246ft) range, some up to 120m
(394ft).”
Bolton moved in 2007 to a new post
at publicly-listed Ariadne Australia,
Just one hour north of central Sydney,
d’Albora’s Akuna Bay marina is located in
the picturesque Ku-ring-gai
Chase National Park.
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The Spit in Mosman, Sydney, underwent
a multi-million dollar transformation in
September 2015.
D’Albora Marinas is the largest
marina group in Australia and with
Bolton at the helm is defying the logic
that large companies become risk
averse, complacent and behind the
times. d’Albora Marinas is one of the
most innovative operators in Australia
and in any part of the world.
Robert Wilkes (RW): What are the
advantages of a large, seven marina
system?
Brett Bolton (BB): There are definite
advantages. Each member (d’Albora
refers to its customers as members)
has reciprocal privileges at any
d’Albora marina and can stay as long
as a month at no additional charge. As
a member stays longer with us over the
years their reciprocal rights increase.
Our marinas are in great locations and
they provide a wide range of boating
experiences from inner harbour sites in
Sydney and Melbourne to destination
marinas in cruising grounds.
RW: How has your policy of
reciprocal privileges changed the
social climate of the marinas?
BB: Members make friends and form
groups. They’ll cruise with ten to 20
boats to a rendezvous at another
marina. They create a vibrant social
network within the marina that we love
to see, a society. When you have that,
your marina is well beyond the old
notion of a parking lot for boats.

RW: What else adds value to
your products and services to
help d’Albora stand out from its
competition?
BB: We have three key selling features.
Reciprocal berthing is one of them.
Next, we guarantee the lowest fuel
prices to our members when they
buy fuel at our marinas. Our third key
feature is Dockmaster Assist. When a
member is leaving his slip or returning,
an employee is there to help, to make
things easier. He’ll handle lines, load
provisions, whatever is needed.
RW: You have a renovation
programme. Tell us about it.
BB: d’Albora is making significant
investments in all our assets. We just

completed a AU$6 million refurbishment
programme for The Spit on Sydney’s
lower North Shore. The renovation
included the latest Bellingham Marine
floating concrete docks with wide
pontoons. We increased the number
of berths to 200, and of course, they
are much larger slips than were
needed 30 years ago. We have a new
premium berthing arm and we can
handle superyachts to 40m (131ft). We
improved access and egress, installed
faster fuelling, extensive CCTV and
added new leisure spaces.
We’re committed to enhancing our
infrastructure and to being the industry
leader in facilities and in services. We
have long range refurbishment plans at
all our sites. We plan to renovate three
additional marinas in the next two to
three years.
RW: What is your strategy
going forward as you renovate
marinas? How do you lead in new
technologies and adapt to new
trends?
BB: This is another advantage that
d’Albora has as a large, multi-marina
operation. We have had a programme
of biannual customer surveys for
several years now, and we just
completed a strategic branding exercise
that included a significant market
research component. The results
of that work are just now going into
implementation.
In terms of specific programmes,
we’re about halfway through an
d’Albora Marina Cabarita Point is a
91-berth hidden gem, centrally located to
Sydney Harbour on the Parramatta River.
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Located in the popular holiday destination
of Port Stephens, d’Albora Marina Nelson
Bay has 200 berths and offers wide ranging
dining, retail and entertainment options.
upgrade of the Wi-Fi systems in our
marinas. Wi-Fi is important as people
spend more time in the marina. We
are installing additional television
monitoring for security and safety. We
are implementing monitoring of electric
power so if there is a power outage
we get an alert. We can address the
problem and notify the owner. Often we
can rescue the situation on the spot.
We’ve developed a mobile phone
app for our marina system. It’s just
been launched in January. You can
book reciprocal berthing at any of our
marinas, see a list of services, check
fuel prices and get weather updates.
We have incorporated a great deal of
visual information and it will get even
better over time.
And we’re enhancing the leisure
attractiveness of the marina. We want
to create a comfortable and fun “marina
experience.” We are installing breakout
areas, leisure sites with BBQ facilities,
lounges and other spaces to enhance
leisure activities. We’ve seen the shift
to where boaters want to be part of a
community, and we’re helping to make
that happen.
Building environmentally responsible
marinas is another commitment.
All our marinas are in the Green
Offering the largest drystack in the
southern hemisphere in addition to 77 wet
berths, d’Albora Marina Pier 35 is a full
service marina in Melbourne, Victoria.

Marina Programme, and we build for
sustainability from a green perspective.
We’re replacing old lighting with highefficiency LED lighting and investigating
use of solar panels as well.
RW: How have you integrated your
facilities with the communities in
which you’re located?
BB: We welcome non-boating people
to experience the sites, look at the
boats and enjoy the environment. We
provided access for paddle boarding,
all the craze right now, and kayaking.
Our marinas are open and we welcome
the public. We’re not a closed club;
our vision is to create a series of
vibrant boating and social hubs. In
support of that vision we are focusing
on implementation of diverse quality
dining options and exploring the idea of

lodgings for visitors to our marinas.
RW: d’Albora prides itself on higher
levels of service, for example your
Dockmaster Assist services. Doesn’t
that require a larger staff and a
higher price point for your slips?
BB: Yes, we do have a larger staff.
However, we still maintain an extremely
competitive price point within the
marketplace. We work hard to provide
value for the price by providing a higher
level of facilities and service.
RW: Let’s return to the strategic
branding programme you mentioned
earlier. Talk about that.
BB: We engaged a research company
and a branding consultant. The
research gave us deep insights into
what our members want in their
facilities. We talked to current members
and members who are no longer with
us to determine what motivated them to
leave, which is important to know. The
research gave us great insights, very
detailed insights. We get information on
our sites and services, and we learn
how we can do a better job of member
retention.
In the brand strategy programme we
took out a clean sheet of paper to see
how we could best communicate to our
members, potential members and the
community at large. Our objective is
to be the brand leader. We worked on
brand messaging and design issues.
We have finished our planning and are
just now moving into implementation.

Robert Wilkes writes about the
boating industry from Bellevue,
Washington, USA.
www.marinaworld.com - March/April 2016

27

