
Sun Harbor Marina: A Green Marina under a 
Blue San Diego Sky  

By Robert Wilkes  

  

The marina industry tends to be populated by men, 
especially men who are good at fixing things.   
They tend to see a marina as a set of engineered 
systems.     

Is this your perspective?  Here s a test.  Look out 
your office window at your marina.  Do you see a 
muscular structure of concrete floats, each finger 
attached to a sturdy skeleton of pilings?  In your 
mind s eye, can you visualize high-amperage 
electrical energy flowing through a complex 
nervous system to every slip?  Can you feel the rush 
of fresh water coursing through your marina s 
HDPE veins?  Are you attuned to the waste disposal 
pump out system that maintains hygiene and health?   

This Marina as Systems view provides order, 
symmetry, and precision.  And men who are good at 
fixing things love it. 

                                                

  

The classical and romantic views were borrowed from Robert Pirsig s Zen and the Art 
of Motorcycle Maintenance, 1974. 



   

If you happen to be in San Diego, you can meet a 
different kind of marina owner named Mary Lou 
LoPreste.  She owns and operates Sun Harbor 
Marina next to Shelter Island just off Point Loma.  
In Mary Lou s world, a marina is a canvas on which 
to create a living work of art.  Forget systems.  
Forget squares, corners, straight lines, and boring 
neglect of color.  Her vision is natural and organic.  
It s expressed by waves, curvilinear forms and the 
rich colors of the earth and the sea.  

  

Caption: 
Colors at Sun Harbor are reminiscent of a 
seaside fishing village.  

Two Women, One Vision  

Mary Lou might be seen as the Katherine Graham 
of the marina business.  In 1963, Graham assumed 



control of the Washington Post after her husband 
died, and was named one of the twentieth century s 
most powerful and interesting women.  Mary Lou s 
ambition and dedication are reminiscent of 
Graham s.  Mary Lou suddenly found herself the 
managing partner of Sun Harbor and soon 
discovered it was her calling in life.    

  

Caption: 
Curved patterns are incorporated in the 
decks above the marina, echoing the pattern 
on the docks.  

  

Caption: 
The light shelf is clearly visible at  the 
harbor-side restaurant in the marina.  The 
restaurant, called Pizza Nova, is flooded 
with  soft, natural daylight.  

Sun Harbor was in a prime location but the facility 
was long past its prime.  By the time approval for 



her project was finally granted by the San Diego 
Unified Port District in 2003, Mary Lou had created 
a mental picture of where she wanted to go with her 
marina.     

Many Have a Vision.  Mary Lou Made it 
Happen.  

While others with her experience might have taken 
one from column A and two from Column B, Mary 
Lou would have none of that.  She threw herself 
into the project, and began to plan a marina that 
would embody her design creativity and her passion 
for living in harmony with nature while protecting 
the earth.    

(Insert photo of Caitlin Kelley)  

Caption:  
Caitlin Kelley was the project architect.  

Caitlin is an artist, Said Mary Lou 
LoPreste.  

Her dream was still a dream until she met an 
architect named Caitlin Kelley at a party.  The two 
became friends united in a quest to build a marina 
different from any other in the world.  Caitlin is an 
incredible artist, said Mary Lou, and willing to 
take my crazy ideas and bring them to life.

 



    

Caption: 
Many comfortable decks are incorporated in 
the buildings.  

Mary Lou and Caitlin will tell you, there were 
detractors.  Some thought they were headed out the 
channel without a full tank of gas.  They proved 
them all wrong.    

An Organic Marina  

The marina that took shape in Caitlin s renderings 
expressed an unmistakably feminine touch.   For the 
men who love fixing things that won t read any 
further, you re going to miss a terrific story about a 
fabulous marina.  

A marina is a neighborhood, and Mary Lou wanted 
her marina to generate a distinctive neighborhood 
ambiance.   Caitlin agreed.  We wanted the marina 
to be a place where people would come and 
congregate where they would just want to hang 
out.    



  

Caption: 
The buildings are intended to feel like boats, 
and the roofs like sails.  

They shunned the hard-edged, right angle boxes that 
obstruct the view and create separations, not 
connectedness between the landside and the seaside.  
Instead, they took as their theme the timeless 
embrace that takes place where the sea meets the 
land.   

Take a walk through the marina.  Curves are 
everywhere.  On the deck surfaces of the floats, in 
the fountains, gates, and passageways on the shore 
side, the rooflines, stairwells, arched doorways and 
interior room designs of the commercial spaces.  
There are no square boxes up on shore to create 
obstructions and block the view.  Mary Lou may 
intend the design to be feminine but to this male 
writer s eye, it is beautiful and a joy to be in.    



  

Caption: 
The aggregate represents the waves of the 
sea washing up on the beach.    

  

Caption: 
Sea shell impressions are stamped into the 

sand.

  

The result is a relaxing harmony and flow that is 
carried from the farthest slip in the marina through 
all common and commercial spaces. The buildings 
are shaped like boats, graceful and flowing, 
avoiding rectangular shapes and right angles.  Their 
sweeping ridged metal roofs are intended to convey 
billowing sails. The paved areas above the marina 
echo the flow of the docks.  Everything reflects the 
movement of the sea.       



  

Caption:  
The focal point of the entire complex is the 
fountain.  The points are a compass rose.   

Mary Lou s enthusiasm was infectious.   Each 
business that took space in the marina, from law 
offices to yacht brokerages, designed their interior 
tenant improvements to follow Mary Lou s vision.   

  

Note: Detail from the ironwork to use anywhere.  

Getting it Built  

Mary Lou selected Bellingham Marine to build the 
project.  Bellingham Marine has a wonderful 
reputation here in San Diego and they were 
willing to listen to my wild ideas, she said.    

The heart of every marina is the docks, and 
Bellingham Marine s typical concrete docks 
troubled her. She felt concrete would seem sterile 
and industrial.   Initially, she thought the traditional 
look and feel of wood decking was more in line 
with her concept of a natural marina.   

The team from Bellingham Marine searched for a 
way to solve the problem.  Eric Noegel from the 
Southwest Division based in Dixon, California, 



coordinated an effort between Mary Lou s designers 
and his manufacturing team back in Dixon.   

  

Caption:  
The manufacturing team at Bellingham s 
Dixon plant built prototypes to develop 
processes to make Sun Harbor s wave 
pattern decks.  

Mary Lou worked with Caitlin, her architect, and 
came up with a unique design for concrete flotation 
that would fit into her vision. As the Sun Harbor 
team provided ideas, Bellingham s manufacturing 
crew in Dixon built prototypes to ensure they could 
successfully produce them over an entire marina.  



   

Caption: 
A dock section ready to ship.  Note the utility 
runs  at the end of the float.  

The concrete and aggregate decks we made for 
Sun Harbor are far superior both in low 
maintenance and in durability to wood, said 
Noegel.  Preserving the forests and using 
sustainable materials was important to Mary Lou.  
Her design team created a natural, organic-looking 
deck surface treatment, and we, at Bellingham, 
worked hard to make it a reality.

   

We picked the colors of the aggregate,  said Mary 
Lou, and sprinkled small flat turquoise stones 
every so often.  Then we created a special stamp to 
make impressions of seashells and sea life to look 
like the sand at the beach. At night, when the lights 
are on the down on the docks, the decks look like 
they re moving.

  

The wave pattern offered a challenge.  We had to 
redesign how we did the utility access ports so they 
didn t interrupt the wave patterns, said Noegel.  

The plant came up with a new idea for access 
panels that preserved the continuity of the deck 
treatment.

  

Mary Lou is thrilled with her unique docks.  I 
wanted a beautiful communion of water and land, 



all flowing with curves as when the waves wash up 
on the sand.  Bellingham Marine pulled it off.   

Rich, Distinctive Colors Under the San Diego 
Sun   

  

Caption: 
No square buildings cut the shore off from 
the sea.  Curvilinear forms abound.  

Sun Harbor s color themes are based on what you 
might find in a small Mexican or Italian fishing 
village.  The general color sense is a warm 
Mediterranean light ochre, contrasted with a rich 
blue-brown called terra cotta.  Accents, such as 
handrails, are in aubergine (French for 
eggplant ). The roofs are forest green, and all the 

colors are colors of nature.  The limestone and rocks 
were all taken from within 200 miles of the site to 
maintain color consistency.  



  

Caption:  
Sun Harbor s colors come alive as the sun 
sets in the harbor.  

A beautiful turquoise and terra cotta fountain 
sculpture and mosaic work of art serves as the 
centerpiece and focal point of the marina.  Even the 
plants and trees are part of the color scheme at Sun 
Harbor.  Each is selected so that there would be 
something in bloom every month of the year.  

Bringing the Sea Up on Shore at the Fountain  

Artist Kim Emerson designed the bright, energetic 
fountain sculpture that is the focal point of the 
marina complex.  Its ochre-colored points create a 
compass rose aligned to the cardinal headings.  
Called Ocean Dances, Kim s work, called Ocean 
Dances,  captures the essence of the sun-and-sea 
San Diego locale perfectly.  



  

Caption: 
The fountain called Ocean Dances  is the 
focal point of the complex.  

The fountain s mosaic art is inspired by an 
underwater photograph of a school of albacore tuna 
and a tribute to the local sport fishing community.  
The sport fishing business enabled me to purchase 

this marina, said Mary Lou.    

  

Caption:  
The play of a school of albacore is the theme 
of the mosaic inlays.  

The Ultimate Green Marina  

Owning a sustainable, energy efficient business is 
important to Mary Lou. She began to learn all she 
could about construction techniques and materials. 



I had to work hard to educate myself,  she said. 
Eventually I formulated my ideas for a green 

marina.    

  

Caption: 
Pumpout couplings are at each intersection 
of the fingers and walkways.  Boats do not 
have to be moved to use them.  

A marina developed along these principles is in 
harmony with nature in design, livability, materials, 
and in preservation of scarce resources.  Mary Lou 
wanted to run a business that would play an 
important part in the ecological future of the harbor 
and the city, and, by extension, the planet.  Her 
strong passion for ecology is reflected in the Earth 
flag that flies from the top of her office building.  

  

Caption: 
Proud of her sustainable and energy 
efficient marina, Mary Lou flies the Earth 
Flag from her office building.  



Evidence of her green marina is everywhere.  Sun 
Harbor s buildings are insulated with fibers from 
recycled blue jeans.  The bathrooms use waterless 
urinals.  Paints have no toxic additives, and there 
are no materials, such a ply woods or pressboards, 
to give off toxic fumes. In order to help her tenants 
protect the harbor, there is a pump out station at 
each intersection between the fingers and the 
walkway close to every slip.  No boat has to be 
moved to use it.    

At least 50% of everything that was taken down 
from the old marina was recycled. The old docks 
and building materials were sent to Mexico for 
reuse.  Recycled materials are everywhere in the 
new marina.  The bathroom partitions are made 
from recycled plastics.  Even the welcome mats are 
made from ground aircraft tires.   

The office floors are bamboo, a sustainable wood 
product because it renews itself so rapidly. Kirei, a 
material made from the waste product of sorghum 
eaten in China, is used for bureaus and shelves, 
including the mail slots for the commercial tenants.  
Kirei is a fast growing, organic and sustainable 
byproduct of a food source.    

When Mary Lou began her project, the Port District 
did not encourage or require marina operators to 
build green.  That has changed.  Because of all 
the interest in Sun Harbor, new requirements for 
energy efficient, sustainable building techniques 
and materials are now being adopted.  

Energy Conservation   

The attention to detail for the sake of energy 
conservation is incredible.  A smart control system 
turns off the heat when the windows are open.  
Lights automatically brighten or dim as needed to 
compliment existing daylight.  



  

Caption: 
In this commercial space leased by a law 
firm, the light shelves are seen from the 
inside.    

One of the more interesting architectural energy 
conservation concepts are the light shelves above 
the windows that were designed by the architect.  
Above the normal window line, there is a clear story 
of smaller windows with light shelves between that 
project about a foot outside the building, well above 
head level.  The shelves are coated with a reflective 
material that bounces light up onto the ceiling, 
flooding the room with light.  They are designed at 
angles to the sun that make them more effective in 
winter, when more light is needed, and less 
effective in summer to avoid overheating the 
spaces.  

Certification, Grants and Incentives  

Sun Harbor is a Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) Certified marina, a 
rating and certification program recognizing high-
performance and sustainable design.  LEED is a 
program of the U.S. Green Building Council that 
creates national standards and criteria for 
certification.  

A special program for pump out facility installation 
from the California Department of Boating and 
Waterways covered 75% of the costs to build the 
system at Sun Harbor.  In addition to the 



environmental benefits, the tenants love the 
convenience.    

San Diego Gas and Electric has significant 
incentives for commercial projects which exceed 
the 2001 Energy Efficiency Standards by a 
minimum of 30% on a whole project performance 
basis.  Sun Harbor Marina receives incentives from 
the Savings by Design  and Sustainable 
Communities Project  incentive programs from 
SDG&E.    

Under the incentives, Sun Harbor qualifies for 
reduction in its electrical rates up to a maximum of 
$30,000 per year.  The marina s LEED certification 
also was part of these programs.  Additional 
reductions in one-time fees were available through 
LEEDS.  Information about these programs for 
marinas in California can be found at 
www.sdge.com.   

Construction and Financing  

Throughout construction tenants were able to 
remain moored within the marina. Not one moorage 
tenant has left the marina. Bellingham was 
incredible, she said.  

Financing for the water side of marina was assisted 
by a loan from the California Department of 
Boating and Waterways.  The commercial 
development on the landside had private financing.  
The marina has a long waiting list, and the 
commercial spaces are 100% occupied.  

A Marina of the Future  

Mary Lou s new marina opened May 1, 2005.  Sun 
Harbor is, without doubt, a unique creation of a 
very passionate and determined woman.  The word 
is out.  Operators and developers wanting to learn 
about Sun Harbor are traveling from as far away as 
France and Spain to see Sun Harbor s unique 
embodiment of what a marina can be.  Judging by 
the overwhelmingly positive reactions Mary Lou 



has had, Sun Harbor may be the future for the rest 
of us. 

 
Robert Wilkes is a freelance writer living in 
Bellevue, Washington.  He writes on national and 
international marinas for Marina Dock Age. 


