A Message from the Harbormaster

I thought it time to use our new webpage for an update on what’s happening in and around Whittier Harbor.  The most recent news is about the East Launch Ramp.  The City Manager signed a contract last week for the East Ramp Replacement Project.  After many years of patching and repairing the ramp we have, we are finally replacing it with a new three lane facility with two floats, lighting and an attendant/toll booth.  The project is mostly grant funded by Alaska Department of Fish and Game and is a timely and needed addition to our waterfront.  Toe-end drop-offs and adrift rebar will now be a thing of the past.  Harris Sand and Gravel of Valdez is the contractor completing the work.
Another element of change on the waterfront is part of Phase 1 for the Whittier Small Boat Harbor Improvement Project.  The plan calls for sheet-pile to be placed along the south side of the harbor to improve water depth and to site additional floats in that area.  The City of Whittier has purchased the sheet-pile for this phase and it is due to arrive any day now.  The price tag for this material is $1.6 million and has been funded by residual monies given to the City by the Alaska Department of Transportation/Public Facilities to maintain the marina after the transfer of ownership.  This placement of the sheet-pile will probably occur over the course of the next two construction cycles.
I have heard that there is a lot of conversation off and on the floats wondering what the policy is regarding issues of transfer of ownership, the wait-list and what’s in store for the future.  In fielding questions that I’ve gotten from folks on these subjects, I always refer to the moorage contracts, specifically, the terms and conditions that both parties agree to when they enter into a moorage agreement.  Transferability of moorage space is not mentioned in either the Preferential Moorage Agreement or the Transient Moorage Agreement.  In fact it states in the Preferential Moorage Agreement that, “No property rights are created by the City Code or the Agreement.”
In my research of Policy and Procedure I have uncovered some interesting items.  First, the City Code gives me, as the Director of Port and Harbor/Harbormaster full discretion on the management of moorage in the Harbor.  The Code, in Title 12.02.130, states, “Preferential Assignments will be authorized by the Port Director and will be for a specific time.”  In 12.02.140 the Code states, “assignment of space is non-transferable.”  In 12.04.070 the Code directs me to assign moorage from a first come/first served wait-list process.  This all seems pretty cut and dried.  So where does all the confusion come from?
I have two documents in my office that were created to try to codify or clear up policy problems of the past.  One is a document entitled, “WSBH Statement of Policy.”  This was adopted by the Whittier Port and Harbor Commission in March of 2001.  In this document it says, “Sale of a vessel constitutes termination of a moorage agreement unless the stall renter replaces the vessel with another appropriately sized vessel or demonstrates, to the satisfaction of the Harbormaster, that he intends to replace the sold vessel within one year from the time of the vessel sale.  In other words, a stall renter who sells his boat is not allowed to retain the berth or otherwise assign his interest in the berth to another person.  A berth so vacated is assigned to the first person on the wait-list.”  
Now, the other document I found is a Memorandum, dated May 31, 2004 from Rick Hohnbaum, Acting Harbormaster to the Port and Harbor Commission entitled, “Revision of Explaination and Intent” which was part of the Statement of Policy (3/2001).  In this Mr. Hohnbaum refers to a Memorandum sent to customers by Mr. Leonard Jones (Harbormaster in 2003) referring to “Operational Changes” allowing berth-holders to sell boats to folks and grant the new owners a Transient Moorage Agreement while keeping the berth they’re in for a new boat.  In this Memorandum, Mr. Hohnbaum states that, “The harbor will no longer accept Transient Moorage Agreements from new harbor patrons.”  He also states that, “existing agreements will be honored.”  I don’t think he meant till the end of time on that one.  Based upon this information I think those folks who are advertising moorage agreements for sale on Craigslist should give me a call right away.  Also, folks who want to give our moorage to their family heirs and assigns might want to make that call too.  Surely, anyone that wants to shift percentages of ownership to transfer a slip in Whittier should reach for the phone, as well.  
Is there any reason why our customers might not be confused by all this?  Here is my view of the bottom line on this subject.  None of these confusing statements of explanation or policy ever made beyond the Port and Harbor Commission and into City Code or law.  I believe that the only fair and equal way of running this business is for it to have a firm foundation of clear ownership, non-transferability and coming from an equal opportunity wait-list system.  The wait-list system must not be end-run by special user groups or special interests.  Fairness and equal opportunity is the only way to run this business. This is how I intend to manage this harbor.  With consistency and simplicity we will see the wait-list begin to shorten and Whittier Harbor’s reputation to improve.  

If you have any questions regarding these subjects please call me at (907) 472-2327 or email me at Harbormaster@whittieralaska.gov.
Ed Barrett 
August 1, 2008
