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Richard B. Marks, Community Development Director
March 6, 2004
City of Foster City 

610 Foster City Boulevard

Foster City, CA 94404

Chris Aliaga

VB Golf LLC dba Mariners Point

2401 East 3rd Avenue
Foster City, CA 94404
Re. Golf Balls Leaving the Grounds at the Marina Point Golf Links & Practice Center

Dear Mr. Marks & Mr. Aliaga,

I am writing with regard to problem created when golf balls leave the grounds of Mariners Point Golf Link & Practice Center (Mariners Point) and land along the public shoreline and in the parking area and roadway access for the public shoreline (public access areas) located generally to the east of Mariners Point. As you know, this problem has resulted in property damage and injury for members of the windsurfing and kiteboarding community on numerous occasions.

On March 3, 2004, the San Francisco Boardsailing Association (SFBA) held a meeting in order to allow members of the windsurfing and kiteboarding community to learn more about the golf ball situation and in order to get their input. The invitation for the meeting was extended both to SFBA members and members of the windsurfing and kiteboarding community at large through a number of e-mails lists and online bulletin boards. Approximately 20 people attended the meeting. 

Among other things, attendees were given the chance to look at the trajectory survey prepared for VB Golf LLC by Tanner Consulting (for lower wind conditions) and were presented with a list of the management practices proposed by VB Golf LLC (VB Golf) for the Mariners Point facility.

Desire for Resolution

Everyone involved in the meeting was concerned about the danger created by the golf balls that leave the course. Many attendees had suffered property damage as a result of golf balls landing in the parking area. There was unanimous support for the idea of raising the height of the safety nets to 140’ along the east end off the range and course, as suggested by VB Golf at our meeting in January 2004. Since it appears that it is not possible to have raised nets in place during the 2004 season, there was agreement that VB Golf needs to institute effective management practices that will prevent the kinds of problems that occurred last season.

There was a strong feeling at the meeting that the public has a right to safely access the shoreline and there was agreement that a business should not be allowed to deny safe access in order to produce better revenue. That said, attendees generally agreed that the golf course provides a benefit for the community and would like to see the course continue its operations indefinitely, so long as these operations are consistent with the safe use of the public access area. 

Assuming that the nets are well maintained, raising the height of the nets is a solution that will dramatically improve safety. VB Golf’s interest in raising the nets to 140’ shows that its approach is now focused on public safety instead of a doctrine of “acceptable risk.” When balls land in the public access areas with any regularity, they create a threat that prevents people from relaxing and enjoying the shoreline even if they do not suffer an injury or property loss on that particular occasion.

In addition to higher nets, Tanner Consulting also identified a possibility that VB Golf could use lower compression balls to reduce the risk to the users of the public access areas. VB Golf prefers to avoid this option because it feels that the option could make Mariners Point a less desirable place to practice driving and have a negative impact on business. As long as VB Golf moves forward with improved safety nets and effective management practices, none of the attendees felt the use of limited flight golf balls was necessary. It is important that the problem be resolved, but the specific nature of the solution is not critical as long as the problem is resolved in a way that allows the safe enjoyment of the shoreline area. 

Raising Net Height / Wind Impacts

Information about the potential wind impacts resulting from a higher net were also discussed at the March 3 meeting. VB Golf’s expert, Dave Tanner, indicated that the specified netting has a profile that would block 7% of the wind flow. One of our members, Dr. Mark Tischler, is an aerodynamics specialist at NASA/Ames research center and specializes in aerodynamics. His research indicated that any turbulence created by the nets would dissipate within 25’ of the nets and that any velocity loss would be very minimal.

When I asked who would support raising the nets, there was a unanimous show of hands. A number of attendees did not think that the impact on the wind would be significant. Others felt that there might be a modest impact, but that the benefit of preventing golf balls from landing in the area clearly outweighed the cost of imposed by any wind impact. 

Some of the users in attendance were kitesurfers whose concern about the wind impacts at the traditional launch may be moderated because they have access to an alternate launch. VB Golf has allowed these users to park in the Mariners Point parking lot so that they can walk around the west end of the course in order to launch to the north or northwest of the course. 

Temporary Net

One attendee pointed out that there is a gap between the driving range nets and a secondary net that is located between the golf course and the windsurf rigging area. He suggested that the gap allows balls from the course to cross over from the course and land in the windsurfing rigging area where there is likely to be the highest concentration of people. I will be meeting with you at the site this week in order to investigate whether additional netting could be erected on the existing poles in order to reduce this area of risk before the windsurfing season is in full swing.

Proposed Management Practices

The list of management practices prepared by VB Golf LLC were presented to attendees. Attendees generally approved of the practices proposed and also came up with some additional ideas that are presented in the next section of this letter. The list prepared by VB Golf sounds like it will go a long way if it is well enforced. This means that the staff at the facility needs to be briefed and trained in order to know and enforce the rules and practices. The management practices should ultimately be judged based on performance.

In the past, windsurfers and kitesurfers who contacted the staff at Mariners Point have had very mixed experiences dealing with the staff. As a result, there has been great skepticism in the past about the implementation and enforcement associated with management practices. It is our hope that cooperation between SFBA and VB Golf, along with responsive management and monitoring of the new practices, will produce results that will inspire more confidence on the part of the windsurfers and kitesurfers who use the public access area.

While all of the involved parties have some ideas about which management practices might work best, any continuing problems will reveal shortcomings and/or point out areas where the practices can be improved. The practices should be refined as we move forward so that we achieve the right result. This means that the situation should be carefully monitored. SFBA will make a strong effort to collect as much information as possible regarding golf balls that cross over into the public access area so that problems can be identified and addressed.

>>>
VB Golf should specify a phone number that could be posted in the public access area so that any problems can be immediately reported to VB Golf’s on site management. In the past, there have been instances where a string of balls have been hit over the net into the same area, most likely by the same golfer. If a staff member could be alerted in a timely manner, some of these stray balls might be prevented by locating the golfer hitting the long balls or by making an immediate warning announcement over the golf course’s public announcement system. 

Suggested Management Practices

Attendees at the March 3 meeting had a number of suggestions about management practices:

· VB Golf should impose a penalty for breaking safety rules so that all golfers are motivated to obey the rules.

· If a golfer were found to be hitting a driver off of the upper deck in violation of the rules, and thereby endangering people in the public access area, they might be ejected or even suspended from using the facility for some period of time. 

· Posted signs should warn golfers of the danger created by stray golf balls and stress the liability that a golfer has for any damages caused by a ball he/she hit.

· Number 1,2 and 3 clubs should not be used on the top deck during high winds. (There are a number of possibilities regarding which clubs or clubs could be restricted at which wind speeds and the experience going forward may point to which restrictions and thresholds make the most sense.) 

Suggested Safety Barrier

A number of members of our community and attendees at the meeting suggested some alternative ideas about a safety barrier. Their intention in most cases was to come up with a solution that would either be cheaper or allow a safety barrier to be erected sooner. Some of these ideas may not have taken into account all of the feasibility issues (e.g. engineering or permitting) that might apply. The alternative ideas included the following.

· Car ports covering the parking spaces where the highest incidence of damage takes place (near SE corner of range and extending westward).

· A cantilevered net attached to the existing poles protecting the parking spaces where the highest incidence of damage takes place.

· A horizontal net that would cover the main parking area that might be sloped back toward the driving range so that balls would roll down the net toward the range and away from the bay and bay trail.

SFBA does not endorse any one of these ideas presents them in order to make sure that all possibilities are considered. I expect that the traditional solution will likely be the best solution for the long haul, but it may make sense to implement some temporary barrier if management practices fail to provide safety in the near term or if the raising of the nets is further delayed beyond next winter.

Parking/Access Fee

The reaction to a fee for parking or access has been mixed. A number of members and attendees would be willing to pay a parking fee if it would allow them to use the access area without the worry of being hit by a golf ball. Others felt that it was not fair to have to buy their own safety in a public access area. A number of people also supported a fee or would tolerate a fee if a portion of the fee could be used to improve access.

Improved access could either be provided through improved capacity or improved amenities. Users are mixed as to how important improved amenities are. Typical amenities improvements suggested would include bathrooms, showers, hoses, and better rigging surfaces. 

The capacity for windsurfing and kitesurfing is limited by the number of parking spaces that are located within a reasonable distance of the launch areas along the shoreline. Improved capacity would have a high value to the windsurfing and kitesurfing community because capacity in the area is limited compared with peak demand and is also limited when compared with historic capacity levels. In the early 90s, there were many more publicly accessible places to park near the launch areas. Now, there are some days when every available parking space on the north side of East Third Avenue will be taken and windsurfers and kitesurfers are prevented from launching by lack of parking and congestion.

Almost all of the people who commented would want the opportunity to buy a season pass if a fee were instituted. A season pass is preferred both because it reduces cost for regular users and because it means that these users do not have to worry about buying a ticket or feeding a meter every time they visit the site. At Coyote Point Recreation Area, day access is $4 and a season pass goes for $60/year and the tendency was to think that fees should be comparable to the costs at Coyote Point. Some felt that the fee should be lower since there are less services and facilities provided. While Coyote Point is regularly staffed, at many windsurf sites a day use fee is collected through the use or an “iron ranger” fee box.

Claims and Damages

If property damage or injury occurs from this point forward, claim forms should be available at the Mariners Point facility. One of the attendees of the meeting suggested that the name and address of the insurance carrier should be provided to claimants. It is still widely believed in our community that there is clear liability on the part of VB Golf for damage caused by golfers who are using the Mariners Point facilities. By trying to work cooperatively moving forward, it is not the intention to waive any rights. We want the safest possible solution at the earliest possible time and hope that the cooperative approach will yield results that get us there more quickly that an adversarial approach would.

Sincerely,

Peter Thorner

President, San Francisco Boardsailing Association

phone: (415) 454-3522 x 104

e-mail: thorner@sfba.org
Please send written responses to: 
Peter Thorner


143 Third Street


San Rafael, CA 94901
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