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Regardless of the details, the financial analysis presented by staff and the Finance Subcommittee show one thing very clearly: The Marina Fund is in trouble. Even after the 12% berth fee increase last year and an anticipated 14% increase this year, the Marina Fund goes negative at the end of FY '07. 

Staff has addressed a number of cost-cutting measures, but clearly we need to take a closer look at various ways to increase revenue. We also need to reconsider the expenditures that are driving the projected negative balance in the near-term. (It is not clear what actually happens, as a practical matter, if the Marina Fund balance goes negative.)

Berth Rates

Berth rates are approaching market level. Although arguments have been made that we are above market, the waiting list is objective evidence that we are still below market for mid-size berths. At the small end the market is soft in general, due in part to industry-wide overpricing of small berths. See the letter from the president of the Marina Recreation Association on "square foot pricing" from the Cal. Association of Harbormasters:

http://www.well.com/user/pk/waterfront/money/Square-Foot-Pricing.html 
Demand for larger berths is suffering due to water depth problems, some of which may not be addressable by marina dredging because the shallow spots are well outside the harbor. 

But in the 30-45 ft range, demand appears solid and the 14% rate increase can probably be sustained with little change in vacancy rate. We may however see increased vacancy rates at the large end small ends of the size range, and it may be necessary to factor this increased vacancy rate into our revenue projections. 

H- Dock and I-Dock Replacement Options

The $3.5M cost of replacing docks H and I, along with the requirement to pay about $600,000 "out of pocket" because the Cal Boating loan will not support floating home facilities, is one of the major factors driving the projected deficit. 
I propose an alternative to the planned revision, for discussion:

Instead of the $3.5M project to replace both docks, we only replace H-dock and repair I-dock. The eight floating homes on H-dock would be moved to I-dock, and the sewer line on I-dock would be repaired (estimates for constructing the new sewer line in the bids for the full replacement proposals range between $34,000 and $26,000). There are about 22 large berths on I-dock, so there is room for the 13 floating homes without undue crowding, at least not by normal floating home standards. 
New berths would be constructed by extending the G-dock walkways to the south, into the water now occupied by H-dock. 
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This scheme has a number of significant advantages:

1) Instead of $600,000 out of pocket for new floating home berths, only the new sewer line and a portion of the dock repairs are floating home related. 

2) The new berths on the extended sections of G-dock will be smaller and more marketable than the proposed new 48 and 52 ft docks they would replace, and generate as much or more revenue per foot of marina area as the larger berths. 
3) No new dredging is required, because the new berths would be mostly for smaller boats. It avoids the prospect of putting 40 ft berths close to the rip-rap in what is now a shallow spot, as in the current plan. 
4) No new gangway needs to be constructed.

Actual cost saving has not been estimated, but this would probably be considerably more economical than the current project, even beyond the $600K out-of-pocket saved. 
Short-Term Revenue Enhancement
We should proceed with the security kiosk, for financial as well as safety and marketing reasons. When a restaurant customer's car is broken into, that customer is lost for good. The security kiosk might have a significant positive effect on restaurant lease revenue. Note that the plan for the kiosk is to keep the gate up and allow unimpeded access except late at night. 
Berth revenue could be increased by two relatively small policy changes:
1) End the practice of allowing boats with tipped-up outboard motors to use unmeasured and un-charged berth space. See the photo at
http://www.well.com/user/pk/waterfront/photo-of-the-week/Photo040223.html

2) Encourage new accounts to use smaller berths if their boat will fit in a smaller berth with a reasonable overhang. In general it is acceptable to overhang by 10% of the nominal berth size. A boat owner requesting a berth for a 30 ft boat, for example, should be routinely offered or wait listed for berths 28 ft and up. This will eventually lead to more efficient revenue generation throughout the marina. 
Medium-Term Revenue Enhancement

Support the Berkeley Ferry, especially the fast-track proposal to site the ferry terminal at the Doubletree Hotel dock. See
http://www.well.com/user/pk/waterfront/Ferry/Doubletree.htm

for details, including a parking analysis. 

The ferry could be operating by the end of 2007 if the City Council recognized the 80% pro-ferry sentiment found the latest survey and took a more pro-active role instead of the current wait-and-see position. 

Long-Term Revenue Enhancement

The lowest risk and most valuable option is another hotel. A likely site is the parking lot near Hs. Lordships. The size would probably be around 200 rooms (compared to Doubletree's 375). This site is desirable because it has both excess parking and the Golden Gate view. (This possibility is also a good reason to locate the ferry terminal at the Doubletree, so as not to preempt the more lucrative land use.)
A small hotel would improve the character and after-hours safety of this part of the marina, and breathe some much-needed new life into Hs. Lordships restaurant. 

Note that this concept was soundly rejected by the unanimous Council in 1999. Part of the problem was that it was presented as an abstract concept rather than a carefully thought-out site plan. It might be useful to work with a group like Berkeley Design Advocates, or with an individual architect, to see if there are configurations for the structure and the site that respect existing uses and minimize impacts on the visual and wind resource. (a low-rise turf-covered or "underground" structure with only a west-facing facade comes to mind…)

There are interesting and even exciting things that can be done, but the lead time is very long and the marina fund would likely have to borrow against projected future hotel revenue for the most of the current planning interval. 

There are serious political obstacles too, but we are running out of options for the financial viability of the marina, and I think some responsibility falls on each Commissioner to communicate this to their appointer. 

