
Early in 2012, the Nanaimo Port Authority was approached by
Pacific Northwest Marina Group with a proposal to lease the
downtown Nanaimo government dock to the group for 30 years,
in return for spending some $9 million to upgrade the facilities. 

The port authority (NPA) has since signed an Memorandum
of Agreement with Pacific Northwest Marina Group (PNMG)
without considering alternatives, consulting any users,
discussing the idea with the City of Nanaimo (as required by a
2004 agreement), carrying out any planning or environmental
assessment, or calling any tenders.

The terms of the proposed contract have not been made
public. The port authority and PNMG are now attempting to
finalize their agreement, and the lack of planning and
consultation is starting to catch up with them.

NPA a Federal Body; PNMG a US
Enterprise

The NPA is one of a number of port authorities created by the
federal government under the Canada Marine Act to manage
federal government’s properties and water areas. Like Port
Metro Vancouver (described in Island Tides’ last edition), its
Board of Directors is appointed by the federal Minister of
Transport, and it is not accountable to either the citizens or local
government in Nanaimo. 

It is required by its charter to be financially self-supporting.
It manages the cruise ship facility, the Duke Point wharf, seven
anchorages for deep-sea vessels, and the two-berth Nanaimo
Assembly Wharf Terminal in the harbour, as well as various
other waterfront amenities.

PNMG, while it has an office and real estate developments in
Sidney, is basically an American enterprise owned by Seattle
multimillionaire Craig McCaw. It does not appear to own any
other Canadian marinas. Coincidentally, it is part of a group
which includes Seagate Pontoons, a manufacturer and
refurbisher of floats and docks for marinas.

Government Dock For 70 Years
The government dock (known as the Boat Basin) is the only
public berthing facility in downtown Nanaimo, and has been in
its present location for 70 years, while the city grew up around
it.  

It is home to many commercial boats, small boats used by

residents of Protection Island to commute between their homes
and downtown Nanaimo, private-boat commuters from
Gabriola, and a sizeable fishing fleet. Some of these vessels
belong to members of the nearby Snuneymuxw First Nation,
who claim a right to fish from the harbour under their Douglas
Treaty. 

There are also facilities (including a crane) used by fishers to
unload their catch. In fact, the Boat Basin still carries out the
functions traditionally associated with the main government
dock in any harbour like Nanaimo (‘The Harbour City’).

Current Users Would Pay More, Or Move
Current users of the government dock facility are concerned
about the continuation of its present facilities under the new
contract, expected substantial increases in moorage fees
(especially for commercial and fishing vessels), and limits to
public access, including loading and unloading. It appears that
the existing crane (provided by the fishing fleet?) will be
removed and fishing vessel landing will be discouraged, as well
as the mooring of visiting commercial fishing boats.

A review of the proposed revised layout of the marina shows
almost complete replacement of the docks, with an increase in
the number of fingers to serve vessels up to 80ft.  Sketches show
large motor cruisers, but no fishing boats. 

Nanaimo Port Authority says that it is arranging with tugboat
owners to find alternate mooring space within the harbour, and
is also arranging for fishing vessel loading and unloading
facilities at the Assembly Wharf Terminal (usually used for
deepsea vessel tie-up and loading); although the fishing fleet will
have to book access times and provide its own crane.

The Protection Island Ferry landing will remain, and
moorage for small boats (20ft and under) will be available; it
has been proposed (by NPA and PNMG) that this moorage will
have to be paid for five years in advance. 

Evaluating The Project
Users might have expected that any long-range plans for the
harbour would incorporate a needs analysis, considerable
consultation with stakeholders and the City of Nanaimo (after
all, city limits include 359 lots on Protection Island), and a
longterm financial plan. 

None of these, it would appear, was done, although a number
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of ‘open houses’ have been held during the past few months.
Public ‘town hall’ meetings, sponsored by user groups, are now
being well attended.

The NPA has indicated that the existing facility has
deteriorated to a considerable extent under its federal
stewardship (since 1961) and that the proposal from PNMG will
ensure that some $9 million worth of necessary reconstruction
will not require any public money. 

Proposed moorage rates have not been made public, but
local analysts have suggested that it would yield annual gross
revenue of $1 million or more to PNMG over the 30-year
contract.

In the absence of any original planning or feasibility study,
review of alternatives, or competing tenders, it is difficult to
determine whether the PNMG proposal is a financially sound
one. The fact remains that the NPA, an independent federally
created body, not locally accountable, is contemplating a
contract that would privatize the only public wharf, a vital public
facility, central to the traditional functions of Nanaimo’s working
harbour, and that would remove any other options for the next
30 years. Sound federally familiar? 0
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