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PLANNING & DESIGN
Alamitos Bay Marina in southern
California is about 80% of the way through
a seven-year rebuild.

Expert views on renovation
and expansion
The world’s marina infrastructure is ageing and new sites for marinas are
difficult to acquire and permit. At the same time, the market for marina slips
has evolved toward larger boats, a high-quality living environment inside
the marina, signature architectural style and more services and amenities.
Operators of older marinas will inevitably face an inflection point, the moment
when the marina is outdated or the docks are in disrepair and the potential
revenue opportunity from a renovation or expansion is more compelling than
staying the course.
New marinas are being built, but the
trend in established markets is toward
renovation and expansion of existing
marinas. On behalf of Marina World,
Robert Wilkes convened a virtual round
table of USA-based experts to give
their top-of-mind ideas to help others
contemplating a renovation.
Robert Wilkes (RW): You’ve all
renovated an existing marina, or
provided professional services to
projects. What advice do you have to
those about to do the same?
Jim Bronstien, owner of consulting
firm Marine Business Advisors and
developer and operator of major
marinas and shipyards around the
world:
We’ve just taken over an operating
agreement for a large marina that’s
out of date. First, I’d say you have to
learn the market in your area. Are
you a destination and do you have
special attractions? Do you have ease
of access? Are you limited by bridges
or depth? What are the trends in your
specific area, what is the competition,
what is recent demand like? If you’re
thinking about attracting large yachts,
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do you understand the costs of building
slips for them? In the end, it’s a bit of
math, a bit of science and a bit of gut
instinct.
RW: What advice do you have about
design and engineering?
Jim Bronstien: Make sure that all the
people involved in designing a marina
know how to operate a marina. You
could have very competent engineers
and builders, but it’s not enough. You
need people familiar with marinas. I’ve
seen marinas with the wrong power
at some slips, with slips positioned
incorrectly for the current and winds,
with fender piles and pump-outs in the
wrong places, with power pedestals
and dock boxes blocking access for
carts, especially golf carts, to negotiate
corners, and with poorly thought out
slip mixes. It’s a lot of little things and
sadly, some big ones. They might be
excellent engineers and builders, but
they often lose sight of what it takes to
run a marina.
Chris Dolan, manager and marina
designer at Marina Electrical
Equipment, Williamsburg, VA:
Boats today use twice the power

compared to 15 years ago. So, when
renovating or expanding, work with
the local utility companies to ensure
they can provide enough power for the
marina you intend to build. Also, be
very careful about what codes you’re
operating under. States and localities
are adopting different codes at different
times. One locality may be using an
older code while the locality next to
them has changed to an updated code.
Be sure you know what version governs
your site. Other than the robustness
of power needed for your renovated
marina, the next decision is how much
ground fault interruption (leakage)
protection to install and how distributed
it will be. The more distributed the
devices, the safer the marina, but the
more costly it is to install. Unfortunately,
small or family owned marinas on fresh
water need the most protection but are
often less able to absorb the cost.
Bob Christoph, founder and chairman
of Miami Beach based RCI Group,
developer, owner and operator of
marinas in Michigan, Indiana, Florida,
Massachusetts and Connecticut.
I agree with Jim Bronstien about
planning for the future. We like to
design a renovation or expansion for
the market 20 to 25 years from now. In
that much time we’ve seen boat lengths
increase 200% and beams increase
Jim Bronstien:
“Make sure that all
the people involved
in designing a
marina know how to
operate a marina.
You could have
competent engineers
and builders, but
it’s not enough.”
30% to 50%. Anticipate what the
neighbourhood in your location will look
like in 25 years and how that will affect
your market potential. How will higher
real estate values change the demand
for slips? What will be the demand for
electrical power?
Deliver a user-friendly product.
Look at the site and don’t fight nature.
Position boats fore and aft to wind
and current, not side to side. Provide
protection from the elements and a
smooth ride in the berths.
Eric Noegel, manager of project
development for Bellingham Marine
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The Rybovich superyacht marina and refit
facility, once owned by Jim Bronstien, has
undergone a massive renovation on land
and water.
smart phones to view their boat when
away. Networked security systems are
not only a deterrent but a comfort to
boaters. Have common areas with a
big-screen TV so boaters can relax
and watch sports events. It’s a great
amenity for a marina.

and director of the Marina Recreation
Association. Noegel has been involved
with dozens of large-scale marina
projects in the USA:
The first thing that comes to mind is
to plan well in advance. It takes a lot
longer than people realise to go from
the decision to undertake the project
to starting construction. Get moving
Eric Noegel:
“Build a marina
that has a 40 to 50
year life or longer
to get the lowest
lifecycle cost and
the highest asset
value.”
on permitting, lease negotiations,
financing, politics and engineering well
ahead of time in order to have a smooth
running project - even if you think you
have a ‘simple renovation’. You’re better
off to proactively initiate a project than
wait until dock components wear out,
utility systems are getting outdated and
you have to contend with emergency
repairs. Secondly, build it to last. Buy a
well-reputed, long lasting product. Build
a marina that has a 40 to 50 year life or
longer to get the lowest lifecycle cost
and the highest asset value.

Sanders is vice president and director
of the Marina Recreation Association,
a member of the Marine Legislative
Council in Sacramento, is on the Bay
Planning Coalition and is a past director
of the Marine Science Institute:
It’s time for marina operators to
build welcoming and inviting harbours
that encourage people to get into
boating. Share the waterfront with the
community you serve. Pay attention
to basics. If the marina isn’t clean,
safe and attractive, people will not
want to be there. Women especially
‘kick the tyres’ on a marina by looking
at restrooms and showers, so make
them first class. Develop a sense of
community by providing areas for
boaters to congregate on the docks areas with shade, chairs and open to
all. The best ‘marina resorts’ are half
land and half water so, when designing
a new facility, plan for extensive
shoreside facilities—boardwalks,
areas for water sports, play areas for
children and so on. Restaurants and
coffee shops should be inviting to nonboaters. They may become boaters, too.  
The world has changed and we
are all connected. No new tech firm
would dream of not having fast,
Chris Dolan:
“Work with
the local utility
companies to
ensure they can
provide enough
power for the
marina you intend
to build. Also, be
very careful about
what codes you’re
operating under.”

RW: What advice do you have about
the organisation of the project team?
Eric Noegel: I can’t stress enough the
value of hiring a design-build contractor
who can coordinate and control all
aspects of the project rather than
doing business piecemeal with a lot of
different companies. Everything goes
more smoothly, schedules are easier to
keep and it usually costs a lot less.
Mark Sanders, owner of Westpoint
Harbor, a big-boat facility in Redwood
City, CA, on San Francisco Bay.

reliable Wi-Fi and a marina shouldn’t
either. Consider having cameras which
boaters can steer remotely from their
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We also created ‘party barges’ made
up from spare floats with a Bimini
top, Adirondack chairs and tables. We
ended up making four of them and
they now include a barbeque and tiki
torches. They move around the harbour
and we often see two or more grouped
together for larger parties.
Bob Christoph:
“Anticipate what
the neighbourhood
in your location will
look like in 25 years
and how that will
affect your market
potential.”
RW: Do you do anything special for
liveaboards?
Mark Sanders: Most marinas have
more liveaboard applications than they
can handle. Liveaboards bring security
and life on the docks, but be selective.
Seek out boaters who choose the water
Mark Sanders: “It’s
time for marina
operators to build
welcoming and
inviting harbours that
encourage people
to get into boating.
Share the waterfront
with the community
you serve.”
as a lifestyle and who represent the
kind of neighbourhood you want.
There was a period in the 70s
when it was common to have a
dedicated liveaboard area. Marinas
were experimenting with permanent
sewer hook-ups and it was easier if the
liveaboards were all in one place. This
tended to form closed communities in
the marina and minimised the security
benefits. It’s a good practice to distribute
liveaboards throughout the marina. This
also encourages liveaboard owners to
keep their gear stowed and their slip
neat like the others around them. At
Westpoint this means seven or eight per
dock and none in adjacent slips.
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Spare floats used as party barges at
Westpoint Harbor are
popular with slip holders.
Randy Mason, principal engineer,
Anchor QEA. Mason is a consulting
engineer for marina and site
development, sea walls and upland civil
engineering:
It’s important to know the planned
landside uses now so that in the future
the waterspace can accommodate
those facilities efficiently. Get a good
hydrographic and topographic survey
so you can design for the most efficient
utilisation of your waterspace. Know
Randy Mason:
“It’s important to
know the planned
landside uses now
so that in the future
the waterspace can
accommodate those
facilities efficiently.”

your property, bulkhead, pierhead and
project lines, since these may limit the
extent to which a marina can be built
adjacent to navigable channels, and

check to see if these lines have been
recently amended by a local jurisdiction.
With some ingenuity, you may find you
have more space in the marina and can
build more slips than you thought.
RW: There is a great deal of focus on
larger slips for ever bigger vessels but
marinas still need to accommodate
small boats. What’s the best way to
approach this?

Randy Mason: Some states have
guidelines to preserve slips for small
boats, generally 30 feet and under.
One way to mitigate that is to build dry
storage to achieve a wet-slip mix with
larger boats. To be viable on its own,
dry storage needs to accommodate
approximately 250 boats.
Robert Wilkes writes about the marina
industry from Bellevue, WA, USA.
Pride of place within a
waterfront regeneration
project, Combarro Marina
in Galicia, Spain, was
designed to suit a broad
variety of customers and
sit well within its urban
and natural surroundings.

The grass roots approach
to creating marinas
by Oscar Siches
The Book of Genesis tells us that on the third day of creation, God made the
land rise above the water, and it was called the earth, and the waters were
called the sea, and He filled the earth with plants bearing seeds and trees
bearing fruits. On the sixth day, God created the living creatures of the earth
and man in his own image, and He gave man dominion over the fish of the sea
and over the birds of the heavens and over everything that happens.
marinas means going back to grass
That includes marinas.
roots and taking a totally Socratic
This is not part of any revelation,
approach to understanding the
ecstasy or catharsis recently
complexity of factors that make a
experienced. On the contrary,
marina successful today.
designing, evaluating or operating
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When a future
marina owner starts a
new project he does
so with a seemingly
invincible creative
streak, when dealing
with the earth and the seas and the
birds and the plants and men. But times
have changed,
and other men
have a huge
influence on our
developer.

The basics
Marinas, as
such, emerged
in the 1960s.
Oscar Siches
Before then, you
could only berth a yacht at a memberonly yacht club. There is dispute as
to which was the first and, hence, is
the oldest - either the Neva Club in St.
Petersburg, Russia (1718) or the Royal
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